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PREFACE 

This study of the history of the Cape Hatteras Light Station 

is an outgrowth of RSP CAHA-H-2 Historic Structures Report, Part I, 

Keepers Quarters, Cape Hatteras. It was decided to complete 

research on the whole light station rather than just one structure, 

because: (1) the park has little information on the history of 

that light station, and, after all, the Cape Hatteras tower is the 

park's symbol, and (2) it does not greatly increase the effort to 

extract all information on a particular light station than it does 

to get information on one aspect, or structure, of the station. 

In the course of research it was also found that brief histories 

of other aids to navigation in the area could be included with little 

extra expenditure of time or money. Hence, histories of the Diamond 

Shoals Lightship, the Cape Hatteras Beacon, the Hatteras Inlet Light, 

and the Shell Castle Beacon can be found in this report. These 

histories are not to be considered definitive ones for the individual 

aids. Considerably more information exists on them in the National 

Archives and elsewhere. 

I want to thank expecially Mrs. Faith Holdcamper of the National 

Archives who, as always, was most cheerful and helpful in helping me 

locate the pertinent records in the Archives. Also, my thanks to 

Miss Dorothy Junkin for her thorough and meticulous care in typing 

this report. 

F. R. Holland, Jr. 
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CAPE HATTERAS LIGHT STATION 

INTRODUCTION 

Not long after settling the New World the Spaniards found 

that it speeded the journey of their ships to come out of the 

Caribbean and follow the Gulf Stream northward to the general area 

of Cape Hatteras where they jumped off to Europe, for beyond this 

point the stream breaks up into streaky, ill-defined currents. 

South of Hatteras this "river in the sea," flowing in places at 

a maximum rate of over four knots, cut weeks off the Spaniards' 

homeward journey. 

The Gulf Stream is well off-shore for most of its journey and 

between it and the shore is a cold counter-current from the north. 

Mariners were not long in learning that one followed the in-shore 

current when heading south, and when traveling north one got farther 

out where the Gulf Stream was. The chief danger was to the south-

bound traffic, and that danger lay in getting past Cape Hatteras. 

Here the land and its attendant shoals jut out into the ocean and 

the stronger and warmer Gulf Stream, in effect, pinches down the 

colder shore-current close to these shoals, leaving only a relatively 

narrow passage for shipping traffic bound southward. With but a few 

miles between the shoals and the Gulf Stream, the navigator had to 

be pretty accurate in plotting a course to pass safely this dangerous 
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area. If he were off a few degrees in one d.irection, the ship 

might end up on the shoals, and if he were off a few in the other 

direction, the ship would have to fight ~ strong current running 

against it. Moreover~ getting into the Gulf Stream could be an 

unnerving experience, as one captain long engaged in the coasting 

trade recounted: 

Had a run to Cape Hatteras. Here a heavy northwester 
hit me and blowed my spanker away. It blew a heavy gale 
and sail I could not hold the beach and I drifted ever . 
so far off shore into the Gulf Stream. This cold air on 
this warm water made the ghostliest sight I ever laid my 
eyes on before. For miles, before getting into the warm 
water on the Stream, it would seem I saw thousands of 
water spouts. Then it would lock like forestry. This 
would pass off for a minute. Then next I see some great 
city and to be honest I felt scared. After a while I 
drifted out of the cold water into the warm water and 
then I was enclosed into this vapor and I could see 
nothing but cities, towns, forestry, and ships of all 
kind of rigs. And this was all vapor rising off this 
warm water. Sometimes the sailors would squeal out, 
"There is a ship on the port." I would jump forward to 
get the bearing of her and about that time she would 
disappear [sic] and roll away as nothing but mist. Now 
I was lying right in the track of ships from New York or 
Philadelphia bound south. All that night I never shut 
my eyes in sleep and none of the crew got much. I expected 
every moment to be runed [sic] over. All day the next day, 
the wind continuing to blow a gale from the northwest, we 
continued to see these phantom ships, cities, forestry, 
and water spouts.! 

1. Robert H. Burgess, ed., Coasting Captain: Journals of 
Captain Leonard S. Tawes Relating His Career in Atlantia Coast
wise Sailing Craft from l868-l922 (Newport News, Va.: The Mariners 
Museum, 1967), p. 83. 
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Natural landmarks to assist the navigator along this stretch 

• of coast were, and still are, virtually unavailable. 1he Outer 

Banks of North Carolina are low-lying strips of sand and beyond 

them is a wide expanse of water. Consequently, unless he sailed 

very close to the shore, the navigator had no significant land-

mark he could use to determine his position. 

1hrough the colonial period and for a number of years into 

the new government nothing was done to aid the mariner in gett.ing 

past this ever-present and exceptionally dangerous area. Finally 

in the waning years of the 18th century the Federal Government took 

action and provided for a lighthouse at Cape Hatteras. The purpose 

of this aid to navigation was not simply to get vessels safely past 

Cape Hatteras, but to get them safely past the Diamond Shoals, which, 

of course, was the real area of danger to the seaman. Almost from 

• the beginning the Federal Government had a desire to build a light

house at the end of Diamond Shoals, but until very recent years 

technology had not really progressed far enough to erect such a 

• 

structure on this stormy area which had so insecure a bottom. 

Running through the history of the Cape Hatteras Lighthouse is 

this theme of getting some sort of navigational aid into the ocean 

at the tip of Diamond Shoals. Although the government tried various 

methods, including using lightships and buoys, it did not achieve the 
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final solution to light the shoals until January 1967 when for 

• the first time the Coast Guard lighted a Texas tower-type lighthouse 

at the end of Diamond Shoals. 'Ihus the ~tory of the Cape Hatteras 

• 

• 

light is more·than the establishment of a brick tower at a prominent 

point of land. 'Ihis is the story of all the aids to navigation man 

has provided in order to make a safe passage by one of the most 

dangerous areas of shoals in the United States--a story that embraces 

lightships, buoys, lighthouses, and light towers in the ocean . 
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• 
CAPE HATTERAS LIGHT STATION--THE BEGINNING 

Congressional provision to build a lighthouse at Cape Hatteras, 

strangely enoµgh, resulted from the agitation for a beacon at a 

less significant point on the Outer Banks. In 1794 the United States 

Senate instructed the Treasury Department to look into the feasibi

lity of erecting a lighthouse at Ocracoke Inlet. At that time the 

Department took the opportunity to look at the North Carolina coast 

as a whole to determine the aids to navigation needed there. When 

the study was finished, Tench Coxe, then Commissioner of Revenue 

and consequently responsible for the country's aids to navigation, 

reported that most of those engaged in maritime activities in North 

Carolina wanted a light at Cape Hatteras. A light there, he said, 

would be beneficial to far more people, in view of the increasing 

• coastwise traffic, than would a li~ht at Ocracoke which would avail 

only those traders who used that inlet to enter the sounds of North 

• 

Carolina. In consequence of this thinking, Coxe recommended that.a 

full-scale lighthouse be placed at Cape Hatteras and a small wooden 

beacon at Ocracoke. The Secretary of the Treasury, Alexander Hamilton, 

concurred in the recommendation of the lighthouse for Cape Hatteras. 

As a result, in April 1794 Congress authorized not only the erection 
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of a beacon on Shell Castle Island at Ocracoke but also, and 

• more important nationally, a lighthouse at Cape Hatteras. 2 

With the passage of this act, nearly ten years were to go 

wafting by before a light shone at these two places. The princi-

pal problem was locating a builder who would undertake the contract 

for the two lighthouses. 

A minor holdup occurred shortly after the aids to navigation 

were authorized when the North Carolina legislature ceded jU.risdic-

tion over land at Cape Hatteras and Beacon Island for lighthouse 

purposes at Ocracoke Inlet. There was a delay of a little over 

6 months before the legislature got around to remedying the situa-

tion by ceding jurisdiction over a samll piece of land on Shell 

Castle Island in place of Beacon Island. With this problem out 

of the way the Federal Government then went about acquiring the 

• land necessary for the two light stations. On November 29, 1797, 

• 

John G. Blount and John Wallace, owners of Shell Castle, sold to 

2. Ameriaan State Papers, Class IV, v. I, Commerae and Navigation, 
Zst-Z3th Congress, Z789-ZBZ5 (Washington: 1832), pp. 265-267, 299. 
At this time, and for many years afterwards, lighthouse keeper 
positions were considered choice. Cape Hatteras was no exception. 
Within a few days of passage of the act authorizing the Cape Hatteras 
and Shell Castle lighthouses the congressman from that district wrote 
the Secretary of the Treasury reconunending that Adam Gaskin, who was 
a state legislator from Carteret County, be appointed keeper of the 
Cape Hatteras light upon its completion. See B. Williams to Alexander 
Hamilton, Federal Hall, May 8, 1794, in Bureau of Lighthouses, Letters 
Received. V. A. 1789-1795, R. G. 26; National Archives. 
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the Government for $200 a lot 70' x 140' on the island and 

• stipulated that the government "shall not perrni t goods to be 

stored, a Tavern to be kept, spirits to be retailed or Merchandise 

to be carried on, on said Lott . " Then a year later, on 

October 26, 1798, the Government purchased 4 acres of land at 

Cape Hatteras for $50. It acquired the land from Christian Jennett, 

Thomas Farrow, and Joseph Farrow. 3 

In the meantime the Government, in a somewhat bumbling. fashion, 

attempted to locate a contractor willing to undertake the building 

of both lighthouses. Local North Carolina people evinced no 

interest in the contract, principally, so the local Collector or 

Customs reported, because their money could be employed more 

"advantageously in Commerce or Agriculture and of course no one 

has a surplusage to tempt him into more arduous and less profitable 

• enterprises." Tench Coxe had handbills posted in various government 

offices from Maine to North Carolina and instructed the collectors 

• 

in North Carolina, Virginia, Maryland, New York, Connecticut, and 

Massachusetts to advertise in local newspapers for bidders. As a 

result he received bids from several sources. One bid came from an 

"English master workman" who offered to build the Cape Hatteras light 

3. Lighthouse Deeds and Contracts, v. A, 1790-1806, pp. 220-222; 
Lighthouse Letters, 1792-1798, v. I, p. 75; Lighthouse Letters, 
May 20, 1822-February 28, 1826, pp. 260-263, all in Record Group 26. 
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for $32,000 and the Shell Castle light for $16,000. But Coxe 

....-.... - . . 

• considered the bid "dishonest and impudent" and filled with 

• 

• 

"misconceptions and misinterpretations." If that bid startled 

him, Coxe must have really been shocked when David Hampton bid 

$64,528.93 to erect just the Cape Hatteras light. Not long after-

wards Coxe wrote John McComb, a brickmason who built the Montauk 

Point and the Cape Henry lighthouses, agreeing to pay him $37 ,500_ 

to construct the Cape Hatteras light alone. Tile offer satis~ied 

McComb, but, in time, this effort, as well as one to elicit a bid 

from Tilomas and John Gray Blount of North Carolina, bore no fruit. 4 

In the meantime complications began to arise. Tile cession 

of land by the State of North Carolina to the Federal Government had 

a 3-year limitation and it expired in 1797. At about the same time 

the appropriation for building the lighthouses expired. Ironically 

enough, all of this occurred just as Coxe came to terms with John 

McComb to build the Cape Hatteras lighthouse. 5 

Coxe, in effect, had to begin all over again. He contacted 

the North Carolina delegation to have them see to getting a new 

4. Thomas Blount to Tench Coxe, December 18, 1795, Letters from 
L. H. Superintendents, Box 10,; Lighthouse Letters, 1792-1798, v. 1., 
pp. 236, 328, 348, 386, 402, 405-408, 494; Letters Received, v. D, 
1796-1803, pp. 15, 273; all in R. G. 26. 

5. Lighthouse Letters, 1792-1798, v. 1, pp. 460-462, R. G. 26. 
All manuscripts cited hereinafter are in the National Archives in 
Record Group 26. 
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act of cession. 1he delegation apparently did its part, for in 

.December 1797 the North Carolina legislature renewed the 

to the land at Cape Hatteras. Previously, in July 1797, 

cession 

Congress 

had appropriated $44,000 for the lights at Cape Hatteras and Shell 

Castle. All Coxe now needed was a contractor, and in July a fish 

began nibbling at the Commissioner of Revenue's hook. 

In July, Henry Dearborn, who had just completed his second 

term as a Congressman from Massachusetts, wrote that he might· be 

interested in contracting to build the Cape Hatteras and Shell 

Castle lighthouses. Coxe immediately replied, encouraging Dearborn 

to make a bid. Not long afterwards Dearborn did bid and in the 

latter part of September his bid, with two others, was forwarded 

to President John Adams for approval. Coxe felt Dearborn's would 

be the successful bid . 

• would receive acceptance 

Edenton to purchase land 

He was so confident that Dearborn's proposal 

that he ordered the Collector of Customs in 

for the two lighthouses. 6 

6. Lighthouse Letters, 1792-1798, v. 1 pp. 463-464, 474, 490-491, 
492-494; Clipping File, Cape Hatteras. The land wanted for the Cape 
Hatteras light was owned by four minor children, William, Mary, Jabez, 
and Aquilla Jennett. North Carolina laws required that the legisla
ture did not take the required action until about January 1801. The 
deed conveying the land to the Government is dated in 1801. Meanwhile 
construction had already begun on the light station. The children 
received $50 for the four acres. see Lighthouse Deeds and Contracts, 

5 
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But at this juncture Tench Coxe was removed as Commissioner 

• of Revenue, and before President Adams took action on the contract 

with Dearborn. Coxe's successor, William Miller, Jr., had ideas 

of his own about the contract. He felt it was vague on charges 

for transportation, amount of stone needed, and the nature of the 

foundation. And this vagueness, he contended, favored the contrac-

tor. In February 1798 Adams disapproved the contract on Miller's 

recommendation, and Miller wrote Dearborn offering to draw· up a 

new contract with more definite wording and the vagueness eliminated. 

Right afterwards Miller also wrote McComb saying that the contract 

for the Cape Hatteras light was still open and suggesting that he 

might like to make a bid. But apparently McComb was not interested, 

and bargaining continued between Miller and Dearborn. In the mean-

time, however, Miller was still looking in other places for a 

• contractor. Sometime during the spring he wrote the Collector in 

Savannah, Georgia, asking if any likely prospects were in that city. 

• 

None were. Finally in the fall of 1798 Dearborn submitted a proposal 

that the President accepted, and on October 9, 1798, Miller forwarded 

v. A. 1790-1806, pp. 222-225, and Lighthouse Letters, January 29, 
1798-September 30, 1802, pp. 267, 301. Henry Dearborn became 
Secretary of War during the Jefferson Administration and later 
Collector of customs for the port of Boston. During the War of 
1812 Madison appointed him senior Major General of the Army, and 
after the War he became Minister to Portugal. Dictionary of Amel'ican 
Biography (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1943). v. V, pp. 175-
176. 
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to Dearborn articles of agreement to sign, which Dearborn did, 

. 7 
apparently on October 31, 1798. 

THE SITE AND THE STRUCTURE 

The site selected for the Shell Castle lighthouse was a 

small lot on the eastern end of the island with "Seventy feet 

fronting the north side of Wallace Channel and running northward 

One hundred & forty feet . " The site for the Cape Hatteras 

light consisted of 4 acres for which the Collector of Customs 

paid $50. Of the site the Collector said: "The hill on which 

the Light House will stand is at present well covered with Live 

Oak and other Trees, and it would be well to direct the Builder 

to cut as few of them off as possible particularly on the declivity 

of it--the Trees if left standing will prevent [?] the ground from 

washing." 

According to the proposal Dearborn submitted and President 

John Adams approved, the Shell Castle light station was to consist 

of a wooden, octagonal beacon tower, 64 feet tall (including 

lantern), a wooden dwelling, and an oil vault and shed. The Cape 

Hatteras station was to contain a stone and brick octagonal tower 

7. Lighthouse Letters, January 29, 1798-September 30, 1802, 
pp. 4-7, 12, 15, 16, 67; Lighthouse Deeds and Contracts, v. A, 
1790-1806, p. 106; Lighthouses, Letters Received, v. D., 1796-1803, 
p. 25. 
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90 feet tall plus a twelve-foot lantern, an oil vault and shed, 

and a two-story frame dwelling 34 feet by 16 feet. 8 

BUILDING THE i.,IGHTHOUSE 

Even though a representative of the Federal Government did 

not sign the contract until February 14, 1799, thus making the 

whole transaction official, Dearborn nevertheless moved right 

along with plans to begin the work. Dearborn requested and received 

in the latter part of November 1798 an advance of $8,000 to buy 

materials. By late spring he was ready to begin transporting the 

materials to the Outer Banks, but delays occurred, and he did not 

get underway until August. His ship had barely gotten out of port 

when an accident to it forced him to pull into Boston for refitting. 

Tilis work did not take long, and toward the end of August Dearborn 

and his materials arrived at Shell Castle. After pausing briefly 

there, he then journeyed to Cape Hatteras and built the keeper's 

quarters. Leaving men there to work on the tower, he returned to 

Shell Castle where he met Samuel Tredwell, the Collector in Edenton, 

whom the Commissioner of Revenue had instructed to oversee the work 

8. Samuel Tredwel.l to William Miller, Edenton, November 2 and 25, 
1798, Letters from Light House Superintendents, Box 10; Lighthouse 
Deeds and Contracts, v. A, 1790-1S06, pp. 72-75. 

8 



• 
of the contractor. Tredwell pointed out to Dearborn the site 

of the Shell Castle beacon. 9 

The work on the two lighthouses had progressed so well by 

October.that Commissioner Miller recommended that Dearborn receive 

a first payment of $2,000. And two months later work had advanced 

so that Miller recommended a further paym;nt of $4,000. Progress 

on the two light stations evidently ceased about this time, 

probably due to the approach of winter, and Dearborn and his· crew 

left the Outer Banks. 

The following March, Dearborn collected another crew and 

headed south, and immediately began work on the foundation for 

the Cape Hatteras light. By May the workmen had sunk a hole 8 1/2 

feet below the surface and had laid the first course of stone for 

the tower's base. By the first week in July two inspectors certified 

• to the Collector that the tower "is raised twelve feet above the 

• 

bottom of the water table, & the flooring for the .bottom of 

the second story is laid . II This progress prompted Commissfoner 

Miller to urge payment of $2,500 to Dearborn, which brought the total 

paid to him at this point to $18,500, close to half the contract 

price. 

9. Samuel Tredwell to William Miller, Edenton, August 31 and 
September 21, 1799, Letters from Lighthouse Superintendents, Box 10; 
Lighthouse Letters, January 29, 1798-Septernber 30, 1802, pp. 71, 75, 
76, 87, 110, 111, 126. 
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At about this time serious problems struck Dearborn. A 

.sickness overcame his workmen and before July ended 13 of his 

crew had become ill and one had died. Dearborn himself departed 

the scene, and he left Dudley Hobart in charge. Hobart apparently 

stuck it out for a while, but at least by the fall he had sent his 

men home "to recoup their health." By this time the workmen had 

• 

• 

erected Shell Castle beacon, and it lacked only the lantern to be 

complete. The keeper's house was nearing completion. Work, however, 

had not progressed as far on the Cape Hatteras station. The keeper's 

house had been finished and a well dug, but the tower was far from 

being completed. The Collector reported progress on the tower as 

follows: 

The Foundation of the Light House at the cape has been. 
sunk 9 feet below the water Table (or surface.of the 
Earth) is commenced 29 feet in diameter, to the height 
of 4 1/2 feet from the commencement is solid and from 
thence to the water Table the Wall is 9 feet thick, and 
the first story is raised 12 feet from the bottom of 
the water Table to the top of the Beams. The outside. 
is laid with hammer dressed Stone 10 inches thick and 
from 1 to 4 feet long, of a firm and durable kind.10 

It is interesting to compare this statement with the report of 

an examination of the tower in 1869. The report was made by the 

10. Samuel Tredwell to William Miller, Edenton, May 31, 1800, 
and July 9, 1800, Letters from Light House Superintendents, Box 10; 
Lighthouse Letters, January 29, 1798-September 30, 1802, pp. 143, 
158, 170, 178, 199, 207, 232, 233; Lighthouse Board, 5th District 
Engineer Letter Press, 1867-1869, pp. 681-682. 

10 
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Superintendent of Construction on the second tower and it read: 

• • • Foundation of old Light House 9 feet deep from 
top of base of tower; built of slate stone varying in 
thickness from 2 to 6 inches; put up with lime mortar 
and only one foot larger at bottom of foundation than 
at base of foot • 

• . . Diameter at base of tower 26' 6". Wall 5' 6" 
thick. 

• • • The lime mortar very soft and stones of founda
tion laid on the sand with no timber under them. 

As of July the Government had advanced Dearborn $18,500, and 

in October he asked for another $4,000 to $6,000. Because of the 

problems Dearborn had, Conunissioner Miller was sympathetic to his 

contract, and passed on the request to the Secretary of the Treasury 

for his judgment. The Secretary decided to advance Dearborn $4,000, 

but this sum apparently did not satisfy his needs, for in December 

Dearborn requested $1,500 more and three months later wanted an 

additional $3,000. Conunissioner Miller reconunended advancing the 

money Dearborn asked for because of the "peculiar difficulties" 

he had faced. By October 1801 the Government had advanced Dearborn 

$30,200 of the $38,450 contract, and Dearborn was far from having 

the work completed. 11 

Dearborn's crew resumed work on the Cape Hatteras station in 

the spring of 1801 and worked until August 1 when they departed, 

11. Lighthouse Letters, January 29, 1798-September 30, 1802, 
pp. 233, 234, 260, 291, 328. -

11 
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probably again due to sickness. Work was not resumed until the 

spring of 1802. By now tne work was nearing completion, and in 

June Dudley Hobart, Dearborn's represent~tive at the site, reported 

that the masons had completed the stonework, and all now needed 

were the lanterns for the two lighthouses. Hobart estimated that 

Cape Hatteras and Shell Castle would be ready for lighting by the 

middle of July, which, as it turned out, was a gross overestimation. 

In August Hobart reported the two lighthouses as completed, ·but for 

some reason the lighting of them did not occur. By June 28, 1803, 

the lighting, or the "raising of the light" as it was termed then, 

had not happened. The reason for the delay is not known at present, 

but the local newspapers expressed dissatisfaction with the delay. 

Just when the lights were "raised" is not known, but both lights 

were in operation before October 29, 1803. 12 

In the meantime Dearborn agreed, for the consideration of an 

additional $1,200, to build up the foundation of the Shell Castle 

station "By running an outside wall at the distance of 12 feet from 

the foundation of the Buildings 2 feet high, between the wall and 

12. Lighthouse Letters, January 29, 1798-September 30, 1802, 
pp. 401, 402, 456, 518, 532, 533; Lighthouse Letters, October 1, 
1802-September 27, 1809, pp. 5, 70, 78, 79, 122, 123, 126-128; 
Samuel Tredwell to William Miller, Edenton, August 23, 1802, and 
October 29, 1803, Letters from Lighthouse Superintendents, Box 10; 
Bureau of Lighthouses, Letters Received, v. D, 1796-1803, p. 465. 

12 



the foundation, a solid bed of stone was to have been laid gradually 

• rising towards the center so as to cover the foundation, and to 

extend as high as where the wood work of the Beacon and Dwelling 

commences." With this addition, Dearborn's contract for building 

the two lighthouses now totaled $39,650. Meanwhile, Dearborn 

continued to draw advances on the total contract and by the fall 

of 1803 he had obtained $39,300. He applied to the Commissioner 

for the remaining swn, but the Commissioner recommended against 

payment, contending that the contract was not satisfactorily fulfilled; 

some minor work needed to be done at both structures and the foundation 

at Shell Castle needed additional stone. It is not known whether the 

work was done, but the claim was not settled immediately, being finally 

settled on May 6, 1824, when the account was sent to the auditor 

for adjustment. At any rate Dearborn's reputation was not injured for 

• he went on the next year to become Secretary of War, and about six 

years later contracted for and erected the lighthouse on Plwnb Island 

as well as two Beacons in Ipswich Harbor. 13 

•• 

THE FIRST KEEPERS 

As the two lighthouses on North Carolina's Outer Banks neared 

completion the question of keepers to man them arose. Dearborn and 

13. Lighthouse Letters, October 1, 1802-September 27, 1809, pp. 5, 21, 
46, 126-128°; Lighthouse Letters, October 6, 1809-May 24, 1817, p. 15; 
Lighthouse Letters, May 20, 1822-February 28, 1826, p. 257. 

13 
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his agent, Hobart, recommended Thomas Farrow and John Mays. 

They felt Mays would oe oetter suited for the Cape Hatteras 

light because he had a "tolerable good" education and desired 

to open a school in the vicinity of the Cape. But the Collector 

of Customs, Samuel Tredwell, had another man in mind for Cape 

Hatteras, and that was Adam Gaskin, the man the North .Carolina 

congressman had reconunended at the time the lighthouse was first 

authorized;' Gaskin, undoubtedly, was a good party man. 

In the autumn of 1802 the President appointed Adam Gaskin 

keeper of the Cape Hatteras light and John Mays keeper of the one 

on Shell Castle Island. Gaskin, who assumed his duties officially 

on December 29, 1802, was to receive $333 per year as salary, which 

was the same that the Cape Henry keeper received. Mays was to be 

paid $250 per year. ·This salary, however, did not appeal to Mays 

and he declined the appointment. 

In searching about for a replacement Tredwell reported that 

John Wallace, one of the owners of the island; would accept the 

job for the same salary as that paid the Cape Hatteras keeper. 

Shortly afterwards Wallace received his appointment, and he accepted, 

but as it turned out he undertook tlle job with a misunderstanding 

about the salary. Tredwell later said he had made it clear to Wallace 

that the salary would be $250. Wallace, on the other hand, stated 

that he understood his salary would be $333, and he claimed that 

14 
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amount a year later. Albert Gallatin, by now Secretary of the 

Treasury, gave Wallace the benefit of the doubt and allowed him 

at the rate of $333, but informed Wallace that henceforth he 

would be paid $250 per year. Wallace became unhappy at this turn 

of events and shortly afterwards wrote Tredwell that he had stopped 

lighting the Shell Castle Beacon. Dismayed at this news, Tredwell 

decided to visit Shell Castle and employ another keeper. He apparently 

secured the services of John Willard, who remained about a year and 

was followed by James Taylor. 

Meanwhile Tredwell had been more successful with the Cape 

Hatteras keeper. Gaskin remained on duty until the spring of 1808 

14 when he was succeeded by Joseph Farrow. 

Several years later Tredwell reconunended that the salary of 

the keeper at the Shell Castle Beacon be equalized with that of the 

keeper at Cape Hatteras. He recognized the fact that Shell Castle 

as a light was not as important, but, he contended, it was a more 

difficult place to live since the keeper had to bring his wood irr 

14. Lighthouse Letters, October 1, 1802-September 27, 1809, 
pp. 6, 47, 155, 437; Samuel Tredwell to William Miller, Edenton, 
August 23, 1802, and February 16, 1803; Samuel Tredwell to Albert 
Gallatin, Edenton, June 20 and August 4, 1804, and February 20, 1805; 
and Albert Gallatin to Commissioner of the Revenue, [Washington], 
October 8, 1802, in Letters from Lighthouse Supts., Box 10; Bureau 
of Lighthouses, Letters Received, v. D, 1796-1803; Lighthouse Accounts, 
1804-1811. 
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by boat and the station property afforded no place where the 

keeper could grow a garden. Tredwell's plea, however, fell upon 

deaf ears in Washington, and the keeper's pay continued to be 

$250 per year. Several years afterwards, on August 16, 1818, 

the whole question became academic when lightning struck the 

Shell Castle Beacon, destroying it and the keeper's quarters. 

It was replaced four years later with the lighthouse now at 

Ocracoke. 15 

PORPOISE OIL 

As the lights at Shell Castle and Cape Hatteras neared corn-

pletion and preparations were being made to light them, someone 

proposed using porpoise oil in the lamps of the lighthouses rather 

than sperm oil as was commonly used in lighthouses of that period. 

A factor, undoubtedly, in this recommendation was the presence of 

a supply of porpoise oil. Wallace, one of the owners of Shell 

Castle Island, had an adequate quantity·on hand and was more than 

15. Samuel Tredwell to Samuel Smith, Edenton, July 10, 1816, 
October 11, 1817, August 27, 1818, and February 13, 1819, Letters 
from Lighthouse Superintendents, Box 10; U.S. Coast Guard, Historioally 
Famous Lighthouses (Washington: G. P. o. 1950), p. 74. The Shell 
Castle light remained unlighted for a period during the War of 1812. 
Some time before September 30, 1813, the British damaged the lantern 
beyond lighting and there was a delay in getting the necessary repairs 
made. In the meantime the Collector in Ocracoke decided to suspend 
indefinitely the relighting of the beacon for fear it would aid enemy 
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willing to sell it to the lighthouse service. Intrigued with the 

prospects of porpoise oil being equal to sperm oil in southern 

latitudes, the Commissioner of Revenue instructed Tredwell to 

experiment with the use of the oil. In the meantime, the Commissioner 

had a thousand gallons of sperm oil shipped to the Outer Banks for 

immediate use at Cape Hatteras and Shell Castle. From the beginning 

it appears that the experiments with porpoise oil did not go well, 

but Tredwell continued experiments into 1804 and purchased 158 gallons 

of the oil for the Cape Hatteras light. In the spring of 1804 Tredwell 

reported that for about four months the Cape Hatteras light had used 

virtually nothing but porpoise oil, and it seemed to work quite well. 

'Ihe success they had may have been enhanced in their minds by the 

fact they were having considerable difficulty receiving sperm oil in 

good condition. Tredwell then approached Wallace to see whether he 

could supply consistently a sufficient quantity of the oil for the 

Cape Hatteras light. Wallace, a businessman who believed in obtaining 

every cent the market would bear for any item, said he would furnish 

all the porpoise oil needed provided he received a written contract 

and obtained the same price paid in Nantucket for sperm oil. The 

contract would have been a tidy one since Cape Hatteras consumed, 

barges in getting over the bar at Ocracoke Inlet. See Samuel Tredwell 
to Samuel Smith, Edenton, July 16, 1814, Letters from Lighthouse 
superintendents, Box 10. 
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according to estimates, 1,400 gallons of oil annually. 'Ibe tests 

thereafter went badly, and the Cape Hatteras light returned to the 

use of sperm oil only. Several years later one Caleb Ballance, a 

porpoise-fisher, requested permission to experiment with the use 

of porpoise oil in lighthouses, but on the basis of the previous 

unsatisfactory tests at Cape Hatteras, Tredwell recommended against 

"t 16 1 . 

Although in 1810 Tredwell reported that the keeper of· the 

Cape Hatteras light "has made a full Trial of the Porpoise Oil the 

result of which is altogether unfavorable to the use of it in the 

Light House," he nevertheless recommended three years later using 

porpoise oil as an emergency substitute when the ship carrying 

regular oil for Cape Hatteras was captured by the British Dash. 17 

EARLY PROBLEMS 

From the beginning the new lighthouse at Cape Hatteras was not 

wholly satisfactory. Within a year after lighting, it became patently 

16. Lighthouse Letters, October 1, 1802-September 27, 1809, pp. 6, 
15, 122-123, 125, 155, 213; Samuel Tredwell to William Miller, Edenton, 
March 24, 1804; Samuel Tredwell to Albert Gallatin, Edenton, June 20, 
1804, July 10, 1804, and July 20, 1809, Letters from Lighthouse Superin
tendents, Box 10. 

17. Simeon Theus to Albert Gallatin, Charleston, May 10, 1813, 
Early Lighthouse Correspondence, Misc., 1800-1814; Samuel Tredwell 
to William Jones, Edenton, June 15, 1813, Letters from Lighthouse 
Superintendents, Box 10. 
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obvious that the cisterns in the oil vault were too small; 

consequently, it was necessary to tear up the old ones and dig 

larger cisterns that held 2,000 gallons. Two years later, on 

September 2, 1806, a severe gale struck the Outer Banks and so 

damaged the lantern of the Cape Hatteras tower that the keeper 

could not display the light. All the boats in the area were 

affected by the storm and two weeks passed before the keeper 

could send word to the local superintendent of lights. The light 

at Cape Hatteras was out for a considerable length of time, for, 

over a month after the storm, repairs still had not been completed 

on the light. 

Fire struck the lighthouse in January 1809 when "the oil in 

the Lamp of the Light House at Cape Hatteras by an accident took 

fire by which means all the Glass in the Lantern was destroyed." 

There was not enough glass on hand, and in order to make repairs 

as rapidly as possible the keeper, Joseph Farrow, hired a boat 

with a crew and journeyed to Washington, North Carolina. As he 

crossed the sound the wind arose and overturned the 14-ton boat, 

causing the loss of sails and some of the crew's clothing. Keeper 

and boat crew managed somehow to obtain a canoe and row to shore. 

Farrow continued on to Washington to secure the glass. Several days 

later he and the crew returned and righted the boat. Farrow put 
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in a claim for the sails and for the righting of the boat. Nearly 

a year later the Secretary of the Treasury allowed him $86 for 

all expenses on that trip. 

By 1810 the lighthouse was in sore need of maintenance. Not 

only did the dwelling need reshingling and painting, but the tower 

was in need of whitewashing. Moreover, .new wire for the netting 

around the lantern to keep birds away was needed, as was a new 

covering for the oil vault. The two most serious problems,· however, 

were erosion of the base of the tower and fires in the lantern. Of 

the. two, the problem that was to plague the tower the longest and 

most consistently was erosion. By 1810 the sand hill on which the 

towei rested had blown away, exposing four feet of the tower founda-

tion. Several people who examined the site suggested filling the 

sand back in and then paving the area with tar or bricks. Just what 

action is taken was not known, but the light was kept in operation. 

It would appear, however, that the area around the base of the light 

tower was not paved. 

The tower's lighting system had become unfit and several fires 

had occurred in the lantern that were attributable to the lighting 

apparatus. The keeper, among others, suggested altering the lighting 

plan. 18 The lantern continued to require repairs from time to time, 

18. Samuel Tredwell to Albert Gallatin, ·Edenton, October 20, 1804, 
September 16, 1806, and December 23, 1809, Letters from Lighthouse 
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indicating that a permanent solution was not instituted at this 

time . 

Until 1815, the War of 1812 militated against deep concern 

for the condition of lighthouses. But there was another more 

practical reason for not undertaking definite repairs at this 

time: the Federal Government had entered into a contract with 

Winslow Lewis of Boston, Massachusetts, to overhaul the lighting 

apparatuses of this country's lighthouses. Lewis had patented 

an apparatus that consisted of an argand lamp, parabolic reflector, 

and a lens. The argand lamp, devised by the Swiss inventor Ami 

Argand in 1782, had a hollow circular wick which permitted the air 

to flow not only outside the wick but also up through the center, 

thus allowing a more intense and even flame. The parabolic reflector 

was patterned on a mold Lewis made. According to one latter-day 

pharologist, the reflector approached the paraboloid about as closely 

as did a barber's basin. The lens was a molded, pale green glass 

that actually diminished the light rather than magnified it as Lewis 

intended. In time Lewis recognized this fact and removed the lens 

from all the lighthouse lamps. 

Superintendents, Box 10; Lighthouse Letters, October 1, 1802-September 
27, 1809, pp. 222, 248, 347; Lighthouse Letters, October 6, 1809-May 24, 
1817, pp. 15, 488; Samuel Tredwell to Albert Gallatin, Edenton, August 9, 
1810, Early Lighthouse Correspondence, Misc., 1800-1814. 
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Lewis placed a number of these lamps and reflectors on a 

chandelier in each lantern. lf the light was intended to be fixed, 

the chandelier remained stationary, but if the light was to be 

flashing, a clockwork system, propelled by a falling weight, rotated 

the chandelier. The -number of lamps placed in each lighthouse 

lantern varied. The Cape Hatteras lantern, for example, had 18 

lamps and reflectors. 19 Despite the faults of these lights, they 

were a definite improvement over the old system. Not only did 

they give a better light, but their use resulted in a tremendous 

saving in oil. 

Despite the improvement in the lighting system of Cape Hatteras, 

complaints about the light began to be voiced, and the voices became 

particularly vehement in the late spring of 1817. The complaints, 

however, had overtones of something other than altruistic motives 

about the welfare of seamen. In April 1817 John D. Delacy of Beaufort 

wrote the Secretary of the Treasury, William Crawford, reminding the 

Secretary he had written him three months previously and still the 

"complaints against the keeper of the Light House at Hatteras is [sic] 

loud and deep." More specifically, Delacy contended, 

19. Richard w. Updike, "Winslow Lewis and the Lighthouses," The 
Ameriaan Neptune, v. XXVIII, No. 1 (Jan. 1968), pp. 34-37; A. B. Johnson, 
The Modern Lighthouse Serviae (Washington: 1890), p. 29; Samuel Tredwell 
to Samuel smith, Edenton, July 29, 1815, Letters from Lighthouse 
Superintendents, Box 10. 
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The light House at Hatteras particularly is very 
often without any light in the most tempestuous, 
and dangerous.weather, and ••• it is frequently 
lighted and kept bright and clear for two and three 
Hours in the beginning of the night and then permitted 
to go out entirely which makes it.much worse and more 
dangerous than if there was no light at all shewn [sic] 
particularly as it is alledged [sic] by some that lights 
are some time seen to the southward or northward of it, 
most probably accidentally made by fisherman or some 
others, which fires it is urged conduced to lead vessels 
astray from the light in the light House being permitted 
to be extinguished, while the keeper of it Mr. Farrow or 
Pharoah being said to be commissioner of wrecks under 
state laws gives room for suspicions and reflections· on 
him probably unfounded. 

After sinking the harpoon into the hide of Farrow, Delacy then 

turned humanitarian and attempted to remove it in such fashion as to 

leave the most hideous wound. He confessed that he had favorable 

reports of Farrow from his friends and surely Farrow would "not 

intentionally be guilty of so dreadfully criminal an act ... still 

the great number of vessels cast on shore and of course property lost 

• in the course of last fall and winter and this spring call loudly 

and imperiously for some immediate radical change for the prejudices 

and doubts existing against him as the keeper of that light House 

that there is something wrong somewhere " Delacy then urged 

that the lighthouses be taken away from the management of the 

Collectors, and put directly under the Secretary of the Treasury. 

Collectors, he contended, were "too frequently influenced by motives 

of kindred or some other inducement in making the appointment 
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[of keeper]." The Department should never appoint a keeper 

• 
from the immediate district or neighbourhood [sic] 
[because his neighbors] are his relatives and friends 
and where all are wreckers and that melancholy 
occasions occur of their indulging their proverbial 
crudity, The keeper of the neighbouring light particu
larly if there happens to be no light [in the lighthouse] 
at the time of the accident will become at least an 
object of suspicion.20 

In response to these charges, the keeper of the Cape Hatteras 

light, Joseph Farrow, admitted, in effect, that the light had been 

bad but he stated that the oil that had been shipped to him was of 

inferior quality and would burn but a few hours. Interestingly 

enough, the keeper of the Shell Castle light, who was also under 

fire for keeping a poor light, complained also of the oil. Winslow 

Lewis, who supplied oil at this time for the country's lighthouses, 

dispatched his agent to the Outer Banks to test the oil. The agent 

found the oil to be indeed of poor quality, and left a barrel of good 

~il with the promise to ship more as soon as possible. 21 The oil was 

slow in arriving, but it did finally get there and the problem was 

·solved; at least the records indicate so, since the complaints ceased. 

One would like to think that Delacy had the purest of motives 

for writing so sharply of the Cape Hatteras keeper, but whatever 

20. John D. Delacy to William Crawford, Beaufort, North Carolina, 
April 29, 1817, Letters from Lighthouse Superintendents, Box 10. 

21. Ibid.; Samuel Tredwell to Samuel H. Smith, Edenton, June 5, 
1817, Letters from Lighthouse Keepers, Box 10; Lighthouse Letters, 
October 6, 1809-May 24, 1817, p. 593. 
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his motives may have b.een, th.er certainly should be viewed with 

suspicion since he transmitted a letter from William Bell, a 

retired ship's master who was a fellow townsman of Delacy's. 

Bell was applying for the job of keeper of the Cape Hatteras 

light. 22 

Two years later, in late 1819, two ship captains complained 

to the Commissioner of Revenue of the poor light at Cape Hatteras. 

'Ihe Commissioner instructed Tredwell to investigate, suggesting 

that possibly the keeper had not been wiping the tube glass two 

or three times a night as he was supposed to. When Tredwell 

informed the keeper, Joseph Farrow, of the complaint, the keeper 

replied that the poor light was not due to dirty lamp chimneys, 

but rather to the reflectors not being cleaned properly; Farrow 

said he did not have on hand the liquid used in cleaning the reflectors. 

Actually the keeper was a little taken aback when Tredwell suggested 

that the lamp chimneys should be wiped several times during the 

evening. He said Winslow Lewis had not instructed him to do that, 

and anyway the tubes were too hot to wipe. 

'Ihis action on the part of the Collector, Tredwell, failed to 

produce a better light at Cape Hatteras, for the complaints continued 

22. William Bell to William H. Crawford, Beaufort, North Carolina, · 
April 29, 1817, and Delacy to Crawford, April 29, 1817. 

25 



• 

• 

• 

to came to the attention of officials in Washi_ngton. Perhaps a 

more drastic step would have been taken sooner to improve the 

light at Cape Hatteras, but about this ~ime the general super-

vision of the country's lighthouses were shifted from the 

Commissioner of Revenue to the office of the Fifth Auditor of 

the Treasury. The Fifth Auditor, Stephen Pleasonton took over 

his additional duties in 1820, and apparently immediately began 

receiving complaints about the Cape Hatteras light. Finaliy, 

in the spring of 1821 the culmination of dissatisfaction with 

the light was reached when a number of ship masters and merchants 

published a complaint about Cape Hatteras in a North Carolina 

newspaper. This public notice was more than Pleasanton could take, 

and he ordered the Collector ''to remove the present keeper, and 

to appoint a person whom it is hoped will with more fidelity execute 

the important duties required of him." To replace Joseph Farrow, 

the Collector nominated Pharoah Farrow. In April 1821 the formalities 

were completed when the President appointed Farrow to the position. 

In notifying the local Collector of Customs of the appointment, 

Pleasonton appended a statement that was to become standard in his 

letters of this type for the next 30 years. He said: "You will be 

pleased to notify him [Farrow] of his appointment and of the necessity 

of his residing and being himself steadily in the house provided for 

the keeper." 
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At about the same time Pleasonton decided to take another 

measure to see that a good ligh.t was maintained.· He shifted the 

responsibility of the light from the Edenton collector to the 

collector at Washington, North Carolina, "Upon the supposition 

that the trade from thence passing and repassing by the Cape more 

frequently, the Superintendent will have it in his power to ascertain, 

from time to time, the manner in which the light is attended to by 

the keeper, and to correct any abuses which may be found.to exist." 

Pleasanton added that this decision did not reflect dissatisfaction 

with Tredwell; it was just that he felt Tredwell was too far away 

to oversee the light properly. 23 

REPAIRS 

The Cape Hatteras lighthouse was now getting to an age where 

certain repairs were needed to it and the dwelling. Most of the 

• repairs, however, were of a routine nature, such as repainting and 

reshingling the dwelling. But there were two of interest: sand 

• 

was once again blowing away from the foundation of the tower, and 

the tower was in need of whitewashing. Tredwell resurrected the 

suggestion of placing tar around the foundation to prevent the sand 

23. Samuel Tredwell to s. Pleasanton, Edenton, July 15, 1820, 
Letters from Lighthouse Superintendents, Box 10~ Lighthouse Letters, 
May 27, 1817-Decernber 20, 1821, pp. 217, 365, 366, 379, 383, R. G. 26. 
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from blowing away, but h.e recOlJJmended against whitewashing the 

tower, reasoning brilliantly that i.t would have to be repeated 

in time. Pleasanton and his predecessor, the Commissioner of 

Revenue, at separate times authorized Tredwell to make the routine 

and major repairs; however, they did not specifically state just 

what was to be done about the erosion problem other than fill the 

sand back in around the foundation of the tower. When the problem 

arose several years later Pleasanton simply instructed rr·edwell 

"to take measures to prevent the decrease of the sand endangering 

the safety of the Light House II The Commissioner of Revenue 

did, however, permit Tredwell to omit whitewashing the tower. 24 

Thus both Tredwell and the commissioner missed the point of white-

washing the tower. Had they had some experience at sea or greater 

knowledge of navigation they would have realized that such work 

was not done solely to preserve the structure, but also to make 

the tower stand out and thus be a better day mark to the mariner. 

THE FIRST CAPE HATTERAS LIGHTSHIP 

The desire to place a light on the shoals off Cape Hatteras is 

one of long standing. As early as 1806 Congress authorized a survey 

24. Samuel Tredwell to Samuel H. Smith, Edenton, June 5, 1817, and 
August 8, 1818, Letters from Lighthouse Superintendents, Box 10; 
Lighthouse Letters, October 6, 1809-May 24, 1817, p. 593; Lighthouse 
Letters, May 27, 1817-December 20, 1821, p. 383. During the early 
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of the coast of North Carolina, the principal objective of which 

was to find a way to mark the shoals of Cape Hatteras, Cape Lookout, 

.nd the Frying Pan. Of these shoals Congress said: 

With the exception of Nantucket shoals, it is supposed 
there is no part of the American coast where vessels 
are more exposed to shipwreck, than they are in passing 
along the shores of North Carolina, in the neighborhood 
of these shoals. The Gulf Stream certainly approaches 
very near the American coast in this quarter; indeed, 
experienced navigators assert, that it touches Cape 
Hatteras shoals in its progress to the northeast, out 
of the Mexican gulf, and, as it runs with great rapidity 
hereabouts, they can place very little dependence on the 
ship's reckoning. Their estimated distance from land, 
therefore, is often found to be very erroneous, and as 
no soundings are to be procured within a short distance 
from the outer part of the shoals, it too frequently 
happens that shipwrecks take place; and hardly a season 
passes that does not afford the melancholy spectacle of 
stranded ships, and a great destruction of property is 
sure to follow: and it is fortunate, indeed, if the 
friendless mariner escapes with his life. 

'!be survey specifically was to determine the feasibility of erecting 

• 

lighthouse on the tip of Cape Hatteras .Shoals, "which have been 

long a terror to navigators." By the following January the survey 

party had done its work and reported that it would not be advisable 

to erect the lighthouse on the shoals since the bottom consisted 

"of loose and shifting sand" and since no lighthouse could withstand 

years of the Cape Hatteras lighthouse the district superintendent of 
lights had to clear all repairs with Washington, delaying considerably 
the undertaking of such work, much of which was routine. In 1822 
Pleasanton, in an efficiency move, instructed the district superintend
ent to authorize repairs that did not exceed $100. See Ibid., p. 500. 
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for long the constant buffeting of the ocean that would happen 

at these shoals. 25 

In 1819 the Senate of the United States requested a survey 

of the coast of North Carolina. President Monroe instructed the 

Navy Department to undertake it. 1he survey party, apparently 

headed by Captain Jesse D. Elliott, USN, reported in 1821. 

recommending that lightships be placed off Cape Hatteras, Cape 

Lookout, and Cape Fear. 26 1he problem the navigator faced on this 

coast was succinctly spelled out by the commission: 

Cape Hatteras being the angular point which all our 
vessels endeavor to make as a headland ••. calls, 
with great force, for some better means of designating 
it than by a Light-house so far distant from a point 
of danger and approach; the result of which is clearly 
demonstrated by the loss of the ship Horatio, of New York, 
during the last winter. The number of vessels that 
become embayed and stranded, after having made • • • land 
to the eastward or westward, is incredible. To the south 
they have encountered the danger before they • • . have 
received any intimation of its existence; and, in other 
instances, when the weather is at all inclined to be 
• . • thick, the great anxiety of the masters of coasting 
vessels is to avoid the shoal, when, imperceptibly, they 
.are • • • into the [Gulf] stream, where they encounter 
weather more boisterous, and, if destined for the south, 
have a current • • • at least three miles an hour to 
contend with. 

25. American State Papers, Class IV, Commerce and Navigation, 
v. VII (Washington: Gales & Seaton, 1832), (Serial #014), pp. 639, 
690-691. 

26. American State Papers, Class IV, Commerce and Navigation, 
v. II (Washington: Gales & Seaton, 1834), (Serial #15), pp. 520-521. 
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At about this same time the North Carolina Board of Internal 

Improvement recommended that buoys be placed to mark the channels 

through the shoals at Cape Hatteras, Cape Lookout, and Cape Fear. 

On receiving this request, Pleasanton passed it on to Congress 

with a request for $1,600 to do the work. Congress appropriated 

the money, and Pleansonton instructed 1homas Blount, the Collector 

at Washington, North Carolina, to purchase the requisite buoys. 

Blount later wrote that the appropriation was inadequate, to which 

Pleasanton replied that Blount should buy as many buoys as the 

money allowed and place those buoys at the most important spots. 27 

Soon Congress appropriated money for two lightships, one for 

Cape Hatteras. Pleasanton quickly went about having specifications 

for the lightships drawn up, and in May 1823 successfully negotiated 

with Henry Ekford of New York to build the two vessels. Construction 

went well, and the following November Captain Jesse Elliott, who 

had pushed especially hard for the lightship and had been instrumental 

in getting Congress to pass the law establishing the lightship at 

Cape Hatteras, volunteered to journey north to inspect the completed 

vessel. Pleasanton was appreciative of Elliott's offer and made 

arrangements to pay his expenses to New York. 

27. Lighthouse Letters, May 27, 1817-December 20, p. 389; 
Lighthouse Letters, May 20, 1822-February 28, 1826, pp. 8, 52. 
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In April 1824 Pleasonton notified Captain Christian Erickson 

of Philadelphia that he had been appointed master of the Cape 

Hatteras lightship; his salary was to be $800 per year.· Erickson 

was ordered to the ship on April 10, 1824. In addition to the 

captain, the ship's crew was to consist of a mate and four or 

five seamen. In June 1824 the Captain's salary was lowered to 

$700 per year and the mate's established at $350 per year; Congress 

had set both salaries. Previously Pleasonton had authorized a 

ration allowance of 25 cents per man per day.28 

In June 1824 the Cape Hatteras lightship was ready for sea. 

Captain Elliott volunteered to go out with the ship and place it 

on station. Pleasonton gratefully accepted Elliott's offer, agreeing 

to pay his expenses. Supplied adequately with oil, wood, and water, 

the ship left New York around the middle of June, with Captain Elliott 

aboard, and arrived on station sometime before the end of the month, 

28. Lighthouse Letters, May 20, 1822-February 28, 1826, pp. 121, 
144, 244-246, 266, 275. Captain Jesse Elliott was a controversial 
naval officer somewhat addicted to dueling. Born in Hagerstown, 
Maryland, he was second in command to Commodore O. H. Perry at the 
Battle of Lake Erie and played a questionable role there. The Navy 
Department promoted him to Captain in 1818, and at that time selected 
him to be a member of a commission to choose permanent sites for 
navy-yards and fortifications. It was during this tour of duty that 
he pushed for the establishment of the Cape Hatteras light vessel. 
He later commanded the West Indian Squadron, and still later the 
Mediterranean Squadron, which led to further controversy and eventually 
to suspension from duty for four years. His last command was the 
Philadelphia Naval Yard, where he died in 1845. See Dictionary of 
American Biography (New York: 1943), v. VI, pp. 96-97. 
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for at that time the vessel was placed under the superintendence 

of the Collector at Norfolk. Elliott was highly displeased with 

• Captain Erickson's "intemperate conduct," the details of which 

have been lost. On his return to the mainland Elliott wrote 

Pleasanton of his views. Pleasanton was sufficiently impressed 

and reconunended the removal of Erickson and the appointment of 

Captain Lief Holden in his place. On July 31, 1824, Pleasanton 

announced that the President had appointed Holden master of the 

Cape Hatteras Lightship.29 

The most important feature of the light vessel--the light--

had been designed by Commodore James Barron. Barron, another 

controversial Naval officer, had surrendered the Chesapeake to the 

British Leopard in 1807, and in 1820 had killed Stephen Decatur 

in a duel. As a result of the death of the popular Decatur, Barron 

was never given another assignment. With little but time on his 

• hands, Barron apparently turned to devising a lightship lighting 

apparatus. The acceptance of his contrivance by the lighthouse 

• 

establishment may have been aided materially by his acquaintanceship 

with Captain Elliott, who had served under him on the Chesapeake. 

Apparently the unique feature of Barron's lighting apparatus was 

29. Lighthouse Letters, May 20, 1822-February 28, 1826, pp. 249-
251, 277, 282, 295, 296. 
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the lamp, but just. what was the design of this lamp is not known. 

At any rate Pleasanton paid Barron $550 for lamps for three 

lightships--the one at Cape Hatteras and two assigned to Delaware 

30 Bay. 

The vessel at Cape Hatteras displaced over 300 tons and had 

two lights--one 60 feet high and the other 45 feet. Elliott had 

positioned the ship 13 miles east-southeast of the Cape Hatteras 

lighthouse. Seven miles of clear water separated it and the north-

flowing Gulf Stream. The ship remained here until February 1825 

when a severe gale parted the vessel's moorings and drove it a 

considerable distance to sea. The ship finally made its way to 

Norfolk, arriving on February 12, 1825, in need of considerable 

repair. An examination revealed that repairs would total $12,000. 

Work began on the vessel, but it proceeded at a snail's pace, and 

on December 10 Pleasanton wrote there had been difficulty in getting 

• the ship repaired and refitted. There had been special problems 

getting an anchor and cables. Pleasanton, however, hoped to have 

• 

the work on the vessel completed by December 15. While this work 

was going on, a 6-pound cannon was authorized for the lightship. 31 

30. Lighthouse Letters, May 20, 1822-February 28, 1826, pp. 155, 
288, 383; D.A.B., v. I, pp. 649-650. 

31. Blunt, American Coast Pilot, Z827, p. 124; Lighthouse Letters, 
May 20, 1822-February 28, 1826, pp. 371, 372, 431, 462, 480. 
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The reason for this gun is not known, but presumably it was to 

be used as a fog signaling device. 

The following May the light vessel parted her moorings again, 

and Captain Holden headed her for port. The loss of the anchor 

and cable disturbed Pleasonton, who was one of this country's most 

assiduous guardians of the public dollar. In Pleasonton's book 

of values saving a few dollars was far more important than providing 

for the safety of seamen. He ordered ships out to search for the 

anchor and cable while the lightship remained in port. When this 

expedition, under the guidance of Captain Holden, returned empty 

handed, Pleasonton decided to stimulate private enterprise by 

offering a reward of $500 for locating the anchor. At the same 

time he instructed Holden to keep the vessel in Port another month 

or until the anchor was found. Finally toward the end of June 

when the anchor still had not been recovered Pleasonton began to 

reconsider and instructed the Norfolk Collector to obtain anchor 

and cable of the type Commodore Barron recommended, "it being of 

more importance that the vessel should be at her station than would 

be the saving of a few hundred dollars, if that event be delayed." 

Arrangements were made with a Baltimore manufacturer to make the 

anchor and cable, and in October Pleasonton received permission 
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from the Navy to use their Washington facilities to test the 

new cable. 32 

It is not known when the vessel was returned to station, 

but one would surmise around the first of November; the lightship 

had been off station about five months, and all for want of an 

anchor and cable. One has to look at the absence of the light 

vessel from the sailor's point of view. The average seaman was 

expecting to see the ship on the Cape Hatteras Shoals; indeed, 

the Coast Pilot and other navigational aids said there was one 

there. One wonders how many ships went aground looking for the 

lightship that wasn't there. 

The Cape Hatteras Lightship broke her moorings for the last 

time in August 1827. A gale drove her off station and onto the 

shore six miles south of Ocracoke Inlet, in the vicinity of Whalebone 

Inlet on the Core Banks. Pleasanton attempted to enter into a 

contract with a company to remove the vessel from the beach, but 

the contractor could not meet the Government's specifications. 

Finally, after exhausting all efforts to refloat the ship, Pleasanton 

on May 25, 1828, instructed the Collector at Ocracoke to hire someone 

to break up the lightship and salvage everything possible. Particu-

larly, Pleasanton wanted saved the "Lantern, bell, cables, if there 

32. Lighthouse Letters, March 1, 1826-April 14, 1829, pp. 24, 29, 
35, so, 69, 91. 
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be any, and any such other articles as may be usefully employed 

in other floating lights 33 Presumably the Collector took 

the requisite action. 

MEANWHILE BACK AT THE LIGHT STATION 

In the late 1820s and early 1830s things began to deteriorate 

at the Cape Hatteras Light Station. By 1827 the keeper's dwelling 

was in such bad condition that Pleasonton authorized the Collector 

to erect a new structure, if it could be done for less than $1,500. 

Moreover, if not enough.land was available on which to erect the 

house, the Collector, Blount, was authorized to purchase a sufficient 

piece of adjoining land "at a reasonable price." There apparently 

was not enough land, and on July 21, 1828, Pharoah Farrow sold to 

the government a tract of land "containing forty acres more or less 

for and in consideration of the Sum of two hundred Dollars 

II The tract was adjacent to and just north of the original 

plot on which the tower rested. The new keeper's house was erected 

on this plot of land. 34 

33. Lighthouse Letters, March 1, 1826-April 14, 1829, pp. 219-220, 
230, 232, 234-235, 304-305, 313, 418. 

34. Lighthouse Letters, March 1, 1826~April 28, 1829, p. 221; 
Site File, Cape Hatteras Light Station. 
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In October 1829 a complaint reached the newspapers about 

the poor quality of the Cape Hatteras light. But that problem 

~ seems to have been solved by an admonition from Pleasanton through 

the local Collector. The keeper at this time was Pharoah Farrow. 

His residence, however, was not near the lighthouse, and apparently 

not wishing to live on the light station, he hired several Negroes 

to tend the light. Pleasanton heard about Farrow's arrangement in 

1830 and promptly removed him as keeper. Isaac Farrow was appointed 

keeper of the light in his place. 

By 1834 it became apparent that the Cape Hatteras Light Station 

was in sore need of repair and maintenance. In June 1835 an inspector 

appointed by Pleasanton reported that the Cape Hatteras Lighthouse 

was in very bad condition. The lantern was too small, "and . so 

much rusted and injured as to require the substitution of a new 

one." The window sills in the tower were in an advanced state of 

• decay, and, moreover, the foundation of the dwelling needed enclosing, 

for otherwise the wind would carry away all the sand and thus endanger 

that structure. Pleasanton ordered all repairs made and authorized 

the Collector to have a new lantern constructed. Winslow Lewis 

proposed supplying the lantern and all its fixtures, including new 

38 
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lamps, for $3,000 and the old materials. Pleasonton instructed 

the Collector to accept the offer. 35 

In the meantime the Cape Hatteras light had acquired a 

reputation for unreliability. 1he captain of a steam packet 

engaged in the coasting trade reported in a Philadelphia newspaper 

that he had recently passed the Cape Hatteras light, and "there 

was, as usual, no light to be seen from the lighthouse." On 

hearing of this complaint Pleasonton ordered the Collector to 

investigate, and if the indicated neglect was habitual, fire the 

keeper. 36 Undoubtedly, there had been a light in the tower. 

Probably the apparatus was in such poor condition and the light 

so dim that it would not carry out to the shipping lanes. 

Apparently Lewis went about refitting the Cape Hatteras tower 

in the fall of 1835, for on the day after Christmas of that year 

Pleasonton inquired of Lewis if he had finished the work yet. Just 

when Lewis completed the task is not known, but by April of 1836 

Pleasonton had received Lewis' bill for $3,061, and Pleasonton, 

completely in character, was deeply disturbed by the additional 

$61, although Lewis was able to explain it to Pleasonton's satisfac-

tion. 1he contract called for 18 lamps to be installed. In the 

35. Lighthouse Letters, April 14, 1829-July 12, 1831, pp. 118, 
358; Lighthouse Letters, May 7, 1833-June 9, 1835, pp. 214, 302, 439; 
Lighthouse Letters, June 10, 1835-February 15, 1837, pp. 15, 89: 
Lighthouse Letters, July 13, 1842-August 26, 1843, p. 209. 

36. Lighthouse Letters, June 10, 1835-February 15, 1837, p. 112. 
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• 
annual report of the Collector, Blount said that only 16 lamps 

were lighted. Pleasonton was upset over this report also, not 

because the brilliance of the light may be diminished by the 

absence of the two lamps, but because the number of lamps 

37 determined the amount of oil purchased from the contractor. 

'Ihe refurbishing of the Cape Hatteras light had the proper 

effect on the quality of the light that emanated from the tower. 

And in 1838 the Collector reported favorably upon the station 

and that the keeper was faithfully and adequately performing his 

duties. An inspection of all the country's lighthouses in 1838 

ordered by Congress reported that the Cape Hatteras lighthouse 

was fitted with 18 lamps and the light was in excellent order. 38 

THE LIGHTHOUSE, 1838-1861 

Just five years after the tower had been fitted with a new 

• 

"lighting apparatus, the Collector wrote Pleasonton that the lamps 

and reflectors were almost useless. Pleasonton, understandably 

• 

enough, was furious, and immediately accused the keeper of care-

lessness, of ignorance of his job, and of having injured the 

37. Lighthouse Letters, June 10, 1835-February 15, 1837, pp. 166, 
237, 387. 

38. Lighthouse Letters, January 1, 1838-0ctober 17, 1838, 
pp. 412-413; 25th Congress, 3rd Sess., Ho. Doc. No. 24 (Serial #345), 
pp. 104, 111. 
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lamps. He felt that Winslow Lewis, who had installed the apparatus, 

could not have done a poor job since he "always has done good and 

substantial work." Properly taken care of, lamps and reflectors, 

Pleasonton said, should last 20 to 25 years. Pleasonton ordered 

the Collector to investigate and find out if the keeper had indeed 

been derelict in his duties. If so, Pleasanton intended to remove 

the keeper. He also instructed the Collector to have the lamps 

repaired temporarily until some new ones could be sent by Winslow 

Lewis. 1he Collector replied that he was sure the lamps could be 

repaired, and he was at that time sending a workman down to under

take the work. 39 Whether it was necessary ultimately to send new 

lamps to the Cape Hatteras station or whether the keeper was guilty 

of carelessness is not known. In view of the fact the keeper was 

not removed and of what subsequently happened to the lighting 

apparatus, one can state with reasonable certainty that all the 

lamps required and received repair work. 

In 1842, two years after this brouhaha the keeper, Isaac S. 

Farrow, died. 1he Collector recommended as his replacement the former 

keeper Pharoah Farrow. Pleasonton recalled the circumstances of 

Pharoah's removal in 1830 and promptly rejected the recommendation, 

39. Lighthouse Letters, v. 15, pp. 228-229, 250-251. 
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saying, "We cannot be too careful in making a selection for 

this lighthouse, as it is so remote from inhabitants, and so 

important that the light should be faithfully attended to. 11 

Joseph C. Jennett was appointed a week later to the position 

of keeper of the Cape Hatteras light. Interestingly enough 

the original of the appointment was given to Congressman Edward 

Stanly for delivery to Jennett. 40 Perhaps Pleasonton was playing 

politics since the usual procedure was for such appointments to 

be sent to the Collector for delivery to the appointee. 

In July 1845 Pleasonton received word that the Cape Hatteras 

lighthouse and lighting apparatus was in "excellent condition. 11 

Two years later Pleasanton received word from the Collector and the 

captain of the lighthouse supply vessel that the Cape Hatteras 

lighting apparatus "requires renewing." Pleasanton was disturbed 

at this latter news since the apparatus was only 10 years old, but 

he was not upset as he had been over the same news five years 

previously. 1he needed repairs at first were not as extensive as 

those first envisioned in 1840. Actually about all that was needed 

was the replacement of eight reflectors and the glazing of the 

lantern door. 1his door was made of sheet copper and it had been 

40. Lighthouse Letters, July 13, 1842-August 26, 1843, pp. 208-
209, 212, 213. Jennett remained keeper until 1845 when he was 
removed and Benjamin Fulcher was appointed keeper. See Lighthouse 
Letters, June 9, 1845-April 27, 1846, pp. 18-19. 
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so placed as to obscure part of the light of the lamps. Pleasonton 

felt replacing the copper with a glass door would solve the problem. 41 

Pleasonton's first inclination was to postpone the work for 

a year, but the supply vessel captain persuaded him otherwise 

when he said "that this is the most important Light on the whole 

coast & requires immediate attention." 

Pleasanton wrote Winslow Lewis asking what he would charge 

to replace the reflectors with the larger 21-inch size and glaze 

the lantern door. In reply Lewis offered to put up a new stone 

deck on the Cape Hatteras tower, place a new lantern, and fit up 

the lantern with fifteen 21-inch reflectors for $4,175 and the 

old materials. Pleasanton felt this was too much since Lewis had 

fixed the Cape Henry light in the same way for $3,500. He was 

willing to concede that the landing of materials at Cape Hatt.eras 

would be more difficult, but $500 should be an adequate additional 

charge for this work. Lewis responded that he would be willing to 

do the work for $4,000 and the old materials or $4,075 and leave the 

old materials. Pleasanton took the first alternative. 42 

Just who persuaded Pleasanton to go to the more extensive task 

of replacing lantern and lighting apparatus is not knoW'n. His reason 

42. Lighthouse Letters, June 9, 1845-April 27, 1846, pp. 67-68, 
70, 163. 
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for doing it, at least as given to the local Collector, was 

that the old lantern was "much too small for such a tower." 

Perhaps Lewis, whom Pleasonton tended to trust and respect 

greatly, convinced Pleasonton that using the larger reflectors 

required a larger lantern. But whatever the case, Lewis went 

about his work installing the new lantern, and fitting it with 

lamps and reflectors. He erected a temporary light for use while 

this work was being done. By December he had finished and departed 

Cape Hatteras, leaving behind 13 extra panes of plate glass for 

the lantern. Lewis's total bill was $4,091, the extra $91 being 

for the glass. Pleasanton authorized payment.43 

1he Collector reported to Pleasanton that the new light was 

a great improvement, and Pleasanton said he had been told that 

the light could be seen 30 miles at sea. 44 

1he lantern was barely two months old when the first storm 

struck, breaking several panes of plate glass and smashing almost 

all the lamp chimneys. On September 7 and 8, 1846, another storm 

pounded the light tower, this time breaking a large number of panes 

in the lantern and damaging the lightning rod. When Pleasonton 

43. Lighthouse Letters, June 9, 1845-April 27, 1846, pp. 173, 
287. 

44. Lighthouse Letters, June 9, 1845-April 27, 1846, p. 390; 
Lighthouse Letters, April 27, 1846-December 14, 1846, p. 390. 
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learned there were not enough spare panes to reglaze the lantern, 

he became a little excited and surmised that the keeper "must be 

a very careless man or has disposed of them .... " Pleasonton 

ordered from Lewis new panes for the Cape Hatteras lantern with 

instructions not to send Boston glass, "which is not so strong or 

clear." At the same time he instructed the Collector to "inquire 

and inform me how it has happened that the keeper has used so many 

lantern and tube glasses in so short a time. 1145 Pleasonton could 

get excited quicker over the expenditure of a few extra dollars 

than he could over the quality of light available to guide the 

mariner. 

Although the problem of sand blowing away from the foundation 

of the tower was one of long standing, it seems that little was 

done toward a permanent solution to the problem until 1850. In 

1847 the problem arose again and Pleasonton considered it a very 

serious one. His solution was "to make a board fence about 3 feet 

above the ground and carried around the Light House about 4 feet· 

from the wall and the intermediate space to be fitted in with brush." 

111.e brush, he felt, would keep the sand from blowing over the fence. 

In spite of the fact that a contract was let for some fairly extensive 

45. Lighthouse Letters, June 9, 1845-April 27, 1846, p. 390; 
Lighthouse Letters, April 27, 1846-December 14, 1846, pp. 305-307. 
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repair work on the tower in 1848, nothing was apparently done 

.......... about the fence, for in 1850, in passing on his wishes to the 

.Collector, Pleasonton wrote: "The fencing around the tower and 

brushing, appearing to be as necessary as any other part, you 

will have the whole made in the best manner, within your estimate." 

Shortly thereafter the Collector received bids to make the fence 

for $240. The work was obviously done at this time for the following 

year the Collector requested $35 to repair "the puncheon fence around 

the upper terrace of Light House and [refill] the same with brush 

wood. 1146 

CAPE HATTERAS AND THE LIGHTHOUSE BOARD 

The 1850's was a significant decade in the history of the 

United States' aids to navigation. Under the conservative administra-

tion of the ~ifth Auditor. of the Treasury there had been little or 

~o technological advancement. When he took over the administration 

of lighthouses the technique of lighting was the lamp and reflector 

system, and he did not change it, despite the fact that many of the 

other nations of the world had gone to the Fresnel lens. This lens 

46. Lighthouse Letters, March 2, 1847-July 24, 1847, p. 380; 
Lighthouse Letters, December 22, 1848-May 12, 1849, p. 122; Lighthouse 
Letters, January 25, 1850, February 18, 1851, pp. 412-413, 516; 
Lighthouse Letters, February 18, 1851-February 28, 1852, p. 439. 
During this period Benjamine Fulcher resigned as keeper and in May 
1849 Joseph C. Jennett was appointed in his place. Hezekiah F. Barnett 
had an interim appointment until Jennett took over. See Lighthouse 
Letters, May 14, 1849-January 25, 1850, p. 24. 
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gave a better light and was simpler to operate. Not only were 

personnel most often political appointees, but they also received 

little training in the operation of lighthouses, and the result 

in many cases was an indifferent attitude on the part of the light 

keepers to their task. New lighthouses were often located without 

full consideration of their effectiveness to the mariner and without 

regard to their relationship to each other. These things were not 

intentional on the part of Pleasanton, but rather reflected a general 

lack of understanding, or feeling for, aids to navigation and their 

purpose. The result of all this was a steady pressure building up 

to have something done about improving American lighthouses. Ship 

captains protested about the quality of aids to navigation, and on 

occasion chambers of conunerce voiced disapproval of the country's 

lighthouses. The chief critics were E. & G. W. Blunt, publishers of 

the Coast Pilot, the forerunner of the Light List and the American 

Coast Pilot. Ship captains would write them complaining of the lights, 

and they forwarded the complaints on Washington. 

The pressure gradually increased over the years, and the Fifth 

Auditor did little to relieve it. The explosion came in 1851 when 

Congress appointed a Board composed of Army and Navy Officers and 

scientists who were "to inquire into the condition of the Lighthouse 

Establishment of the United States . II Their report, consisting 
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of over 750 printed pages, was a detailed examination of the 

administration and technology of this country's aids to navigation, 

and was highly critical of both. '!he report resulted in Congress 

creating a Lighthouse Board, directly under the Secretary of the 

Treasury, to manage the United States' aids to navigation. 'Ihe 

Board, composed mostly of those who were members of the original 

investigating Board, took over its new duties in the autumn of 1852. 

As this activity on the national scene transpired, the Cape 

Hatteras light was coming in for more criticism. In late 1850 

G. W. Blunt issued a notice to mariners in which he said that on 

request a friend investigated the Cape Hatteras light and found that 

"'Ihe light is notoriously a bad one, and so far as can be judged from 

external appearances, it is badly kept." '!he tower had not been 

whitewashed or painted ever. 'Ihe lantern, the notice went on, had 

two tiers of reflectors; a third tier had long since been removed. 

'Ihe lower tier of lamps was too low and poorly arranged on the frame 

to enhance the quality of the light. Not only were the lamps and 

burners in poor condition, but the burners were improperly adjusted. 

In general the lantern exhibited "a great want of cleanliness 

everywhere." In consequence of his findings the investigator felt 

that the light was not visible at sea as far as the height of the 

tower would allow. A slave reportedly tended the light, the keeper 
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being absent at one period for three months. On at least one 

night in October the light was out for three hours. In general 

the Cape Hatteras light was inferior to the ones at Bodie Island 

and Ocracoke. "There is no point on our coast," Blunt said, 

"with which I am acquainted that requires a better light than Cape 

Hatteras." 

The local Collector, R. H. J. Blount, came quickly to the 

defense of the keeper. He said he had talked to a number of 

masters of vessels, and they felt the charges against the keeper, 

Joseph C. Jennett, were not true. Blount was aware that the keeper 

had a Negro slave who "performs most of the labor of cleaning [,] 

lighting [,] &c--but under the constant personal inspection of the 

keeper." To buttress his defence of the keeper Blount supplied a 

number of affidavits from pilots in the Cape Hatteras area who said 

that Jennett was a good keeper and a number of statements from friends 

and neighbors who said that Jennett was always at the station and 

that there was a good light burning all night in the lighthouse. 

Even a former keeper, B. F. Fulcher, stated that Jennett was doing 

a good job and kept a good light. Blowit expressed bewildennent at 

the complaint of the tower having not been whitewashed. If white

washing were really necessary, he did not understand "why it has been 

omitted for so many years." The burners, he added, were bad because 
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• the supply vessel left poor ones at the station. He said also 

that fog from a number of nearby ponds often obscured the light. 47 

Of course the real point here is that the Collector had no real 

appreciation of the importance of the lighthouse to the seaman. 

In effect he admitted that Blount was correct about the condition 

of the lighthouse, but he offered excuses to get the keeper off 

the hook. If everything was as the Collector said, why hadn't he 

or the keeper complained before now? Why hadn't the bad burners 

been reported before? Why hadn't more vigorous action been taken 

to solve the problem of fog obscuring the light? Here again is 

further reason the Fifth Auditor's administration of aids to naviga-

tion was a failure: the local superintendents of lights seldom had 

any appreciation for the role of lighthouses and rather than initiate 

~ a little action to keep lighthouses in good condition, they tended 

• 

to act only when stimulated by criticism. 

Pleasanton felt that the reason for the obscuring of the light 

was the fact that the tower was too high. At least as early as 1846 

he had expressed the opinion that the Cape Hatteras light was a little 

too high because the haze that prevailed on the southern coast often 

obscured lights that were around 100 feet above the ground. He said 

47. R. H. J. Blount to Thomas Corwin, Washington, N. c., January 7, 
1851, in Treasury Department, Lighthouse Letters, 1851-1852, Series P, 
pp. 2-7. 
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• that it was best to be below the haze and that the most effective 

lights were those only 65 feet high. In 1851 he said the light 

was above the ground fog and therefore obscured, but when the fog 

was not present the light could be seen 25 to 30 miles. The question, 

then, was whether or not to lower the tower, although it would be a 

shame, Pleasonton felt, to do so to such a "fine" tower; the quality 

of a structure is certainly an important consideration when lives 

are involved. Before any action was taken, he suggested sending an 

engineer down to Cape Hatteras to study the problem and determine 

the causes, 48 Interestingly enough, the Collector also said that 

shipmasters had reported to him that they felt the tower was too high. 

Pleasanton selected Benjamin Isherwood, chief engineer in the 

U. S. Navy, to study the problem of the Cape Hatteras lighthouse. He 

• was particularly to pay attention to the effect of the fog on the 

light and decide whether the tower should be lowered. Isherwood 

• 

visited the site in either late May or early June of 1851 and 

rendered a routine favorable report, drawing the conclusions that 

Pleasanton had predicted. He found at the station "nearly new" 

reflectors fitted on "clean and in fine order" lamps. From local 

48. Ibid; Lighthouse Letters, April 27, 1846-December 14, 1846. 
p. 243; Lighthouse Letters, January 25, 1850-February 18, 1851, pp. 641-
643; Treasury Department, Lighthouse Letters, 1851-1852, Series P, 
p. 17. 
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• pilots and shipmasters he fowid "that the keeper bears an excellent 

character and is moreover watchful and attentive to his duties." 

These same people also testified to the light's "full sufficiency 

for all purposes of navigation; and to its excellence as a first 

class Light . . . . " The cause of obscuring the light, Isherwood 

' contended, was a mist or low strata of fog that emanated from the 

warm Gulf Stream, and the condition was particularly severe when 

the wind was blowing from the east. This mist is prevalent, he said, 

along the east coast from New York southward and hovers at an eleva-

tion of about 100 feet. Lowering the tower would solve the problem, 

but then that would affect the distance the l~ght could be seen and 

therefore would not be an adequate light to warn ships off Diamond 

Shoals. As a consequence Isherwood concluded "That modern science 

.has hitherto utterly failed in producing any light capable of at all 

penetrating fog: the obscurations of Lighthouses due to this cause 

• 

are therefore irremediable and must be endured as the inevitable 

result of natural laws beyond the power of man to abolish or modify. 1149 

49. Lighthouse Letters, January 25, 1850-February 18, 1851, p. 649; 
Lighthouse Letters, February 18, 1851-February 28, 1852, pp. 221, 386. 
B. F. Isherwood to Stephen Pleasonton, Washington, June 13, 1851, 
Lighthouse Letters. At this time Isherwood was a chief·engineer in 
the U. S. Navy, but within ten years he was to become Engineer-in-chief 
of the Navy and first chief of its Bureau of Steam Navigation. His 
innovations in ship design and machinery make him one of the great 
engineers of the U. s. Navy. See Diationaray of Ameriaan Biography, 
v. IX, pp. 515-516. 
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Pleasonton, evidently pleased with Isherwood's report, was 

inclined to follow the recommendation to let things remain as they 

were and do nothing. Shortly after Isherwood submitted his report 

Pleasonton wrote the local Collector not to "try and experiment, or 

make any alteration in the disposition of the lamps and reflectors, 

as you propose. 1150 Nothing was done to improve the light and further 

action had to await the administration of the Lighthouse Board. 

The Lighthouse Board was in the incipient stage as these events 

were transpiring, and had independently just inspected the Cape 

Hatteras Light Station. At this time the Cape Hatteras light tower 

from base to lantern was 90 feet tall. The lantern contained 15 

argand lamps, each fitted with a 21-inch reflector, and, according 

to the Lighthouse Board, all reflectors were "much worn." The lantern 

• gave off a fixed light, visible in clear weather for 20 miles.
51 

The quality of the light left a lot to be desired. Lieutenant 

• 

David D. Porter, U. S. Navy, wrote in 1851: 

. I always had so little confidence in [the Cape 
Hatteras light] that I have been guided by the lead, 

50. Lighthouse Letters, March 1, 1852-0ctober 15, 1852, p. 234. 

51. u. s. Lighthouse Board, Compilation of Public Doouments and 
Extracts from Reports and Papers Relating to Light-houses, Light
vessels, and Illuminating Apparatus, and to Beacons, Buoys, and 
Fog Signals, l789 to lB?l (Washington: G.P.O., 1871), p. 882; Report 
of the Light-House Board to the Secretary of the Treasury in Answer 
to a Resolution of the Senate of February l, l858, Calling Upon the 
Department for Information in Regard to the E;r;pense of Erecting Light
Houses, &c. (Washington: 1858), pp. 44-45. 
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• without the use of which, in fact, no vessel should 
pass Hatteras. The first nine trips I made I never 
saw Hatteras light at all, though frequently passing 
in sight of the breakers; and when I did see it, I 
could not tell it from a steamer's light, excepting 
that the steamer's lights are much.brighter. It has 
improved much latterly, but it is still a wretched 
light. 

In addition, he advocated raising the light 15 feet. 

Lieutenant H. J. Harstene, U. S. Navy, was blunter in his 

assessment of the Cape Hatteras light: "The lights on Hatteras, 

Lookout, Canaveral, and Cape Florida, if not improved, had better 

be dispensed with, as the navigator is apt to run ashore looking 

for them." 

Lieutenant Thornton A. Jenkins, U. S. Navy, who was later to 

become a member of the Lighthouse Board, observed the lights along 

the North Carolina-Virginia coast including the one at Cape Hatteras 

.during a tour of duty there as a hydrographer and commented on their 

"general inferiority." He attributed this fact to "the bad apparatus" 

employed in them, and to the want of knowledge and instruction on the 

part of those employed to keep and superintend them. This criticism 

could have been applied to virtually all the lights in the United 

States at that time. 

Lieutenant H. K. Davenport, skipper of the mail steamer Cherokee, 

also had little regard for the light. He said: "Cape Hatteras light, 

upon the most dangerous point on our whole coast, is a very poor 
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concern; frequently cannot be seen outside of the shoals off 

the cape." The captain of the Venice gave identical testimony, 

and the master of the steamship Ludlow felt the Cape Hatteras 

light "should be one of the most powerful . . . , as it is a point 

which coasters wish to turn close, south bound, to avoid the Gulf 

Stream. 1152 

After their minute and detailed study of the lighthouses and 

other aids to navigation of the United States, the Lighthouse Board 

concluded about the Cape Hatteras lighthouse: 

There is perhaps no light on the entire coast of the 
United States of greater value to the commerce and 
navigation of the country than this. That is not 
such a light as any sea-coast light should be, is too 
apparent to require argument; while its special require
ments, having reference to the Gulf-Stream, the currents 
and counter-currents which sweep past it, and the very 
dangerous shoals, extending to the.distance of ten nautical 
miles from the light, all tend to make it one of no 
ordinary importance. Vessels, propelled both by wind and 
steam, run for soundings off this cape; and it is of the 
first importance to navigators wishing to make quick 
passages, that they should see this light in going south. 
At present it is of very little use, in consequence of 
its limited range. Navigators do not, as a general rule, 
rely upon it sufficiently to warrant them in running for 
it. It is fitted with fifteen lamps and twenty-one inch 
reflectors, having an elevation of about ninety-five feet, 
which would give it a range, under favorable circumstances, 
of fourteen and a half nautical miles, provided the apparatus 
for illuminating was of the best description. 

52. U.S. Lighthouse Board, CompiZation of PubZia Doauments ... 
ReZating to Lighthouses ... Z?89 to ZB?Z, pp. 738, 743, 753-754; 
32nd Cong., Zst Bess., House Exea. Doa. No. ZZ4 (Serial #648), 
pp. 17' 23. 
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• Tilere is no single light on the coast believed to 
require renovation more than this does. An elevation 
of one hundred and fifty feet, and a first-class 
illuminating apparatus, are imperiously demanded, 
and without any unnecessary delay. 53 

Everyone recognized that the highly dangerous area in the 

vicinity of Cape Hatteras was not adequately lighted. The 

lighthouse with its outmoded and weak lighting apparatus was 

insufficient for the purpose it was intended to serve. Moreover, 

the tower's height put the lantern right in the middle of the 

haze that often dimmed the light and on occasion even obscured 

it. The Fifth Auditor's answer to the problem had been to main-

tain the status quo, since there was no cheap and completely 

satisfactory solution. On the other hand the Lighthouse Board 

felt the problem could be solved in great part and proceeded to 

• do something. They placed a buoy off Cape Hatteras and one on 

the Diamond Shoals. Shortly after taking over this country's 

• 

aids to navigation the board had asked the Engineer Corps to 

furnish an engineer to assist them with their technical problems 

in the field. One of this engineer's first tasks was to examine 

the Cape Hatteras light tower to see how high it could be raised 

and what needed to be done to install a First Order Fresnel lens 

53. 32nd Cong., 1st Sess., House Exec. Doc. No. 55 (Serial 
#642), p. 138. 
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and lantern on it. The Engineer made his inspection, submitted 

his report, and in March 1853, on request from the Lighthouse 

Board, Congress appropriated $15,000 to elevate and refit the 

light tower. Work was apparently undertaken later in the year, 

for in March 1854 the Lighthouse Board reported that the work was 

to be completed at an early date. 54 

The work accomplished at this station was extensive. A 

brick addition raised the tower so that the focal plane of the 

light was 150 feet above sea level. The Board installed a 

revolving first order Fresnel lens in the lantern and built new 

quarters for the keepers. The refurbished tower exhibited a 

flashing light visible for 20 miles. The Board considered the 

tower also a day mark and painted it in such colors as to make 

it more distinguishable. They whitewashed 70 feet of the tower 

55 and painted the remainder red. 

54. Lighthouse Board Journal, October 9, 1852-August 11, 1854, 
p. 422; Lighthouse Board, Letters to 5th District Inspector, 1852-
1860, p. 56; Thornton A. Jenkins to J. G. Totten, Treasury Dept., 
November 16, 1852, Letters & Drawings, Construction, From Files of 
War Engineer, 1828-1876, Box 3; 33rd Cong., 2nd Bess., Sen. Exec. Doc. 
No. 2 (Serial #749), p. 304. 

55. Report of the Light-House Board to the Secretary of the 
Treasury ... In Regard to the Expense of Erecting Light-Houses, &c., 
pp. 98-99; Cape Hatteras Light Station, Clipping File. 

57 



• Fo~ the next few years the Cape Hatteras Light Station had 

a fairly normal and quiet existence, indicatipg that at least 

some of the problems of the light had been resolved. Repairs were 

necessary from time to time, such as when the revolving mechanism 

of the lens went slightly wild and rotated the lens at a rate of 

4 1/2 minutes instead of eight, and in 1855 when the newly constructed 

keepers' dwelling had to be painted with three coats because ilie 

builders had left it unpainted, and in 1858 when the problem of sand 

blowing away from the foundation of the tower arose again. 56 But 

these were fairly ordinary occurrences with each in time being resolved. 

1he Cape Hatteras station had become a routine operation. With the 

exception of one, complaints about the quality of the light do not 

appear in the records. 1he one complaint appeared in January 1858 

• when A. S. Wadsworth of the U.S. Coast Survey reported that on at 

least three nights the Cape Hatteras light was out for several 

• 

hours at a time. He said local pilots told him that such happenings 

were not unusual. At the same time the local superintendent of lights 

recalled that Captain Silas Blunt told him that when his ship the 

Arlitta wrecked on Cape Hatteras the light had been out. 57 Tilere 

56. Lighthouse Board, Letters to 5th District Inspector, 1852-
1860, pp. 160, 172, 314; 34th Cong., Zst Bess., Sen. Exea. Doa. No. 2 
(Serial #814), p. 357. 

57. Lighthouse Board, Letters to 5th District Inspector, 1852-
1860, pp. 294-296. 
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• is no evidence to indicate that the Lighthouse Board replaced 

the keeper at this time, although that would have been normal 

• 

• 

practice if the keeper were guilty of negli2ence. The cause of 

the light's failure may have been a new and inexperienced assistant 

keeper, since one had just entered on duty a few weeks before 

Wadsworth's complaint. 

CAPE HATTERAS BEACON 

About the same time they modernized the Cape Hatteras light-

house, the Lighthouse Board also turned its attention to providing 

an aid to coasting traffic bound for the sounds of North Carolina 

through the several inlets of the Outer Banks. These coasting vessels 

preferred cutting across Diamond Shoals through the Slue Channel . 

They required another, lower light in order to fix their positions 

and thus assure them of safe passage over these dangerous shoals. 

Congress in August 1854 appropriated $1,500 for a beacon near the 

point of Cape Hatteras. During fiscal year 1856, the Lighthouse 

Board erected the beacon near the southern extremity of the point 

and lighted it. The Board's selection of a site was not a good one, 

for they had not taken into account beach erosion, and in 1857 

encroachment of the sea forced the Lighthouse Board to authorize 

moving the light to a safer location. The work was accomplished 

around the first of the year 1858. 
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1he beacon was a framework structure surmowited by a lantern, 

that contained a sixth order Fresnel lens. Both the structure and 

h 1 . d d 58 t e antern were painte re . 

In 1858·the beacon was described as having a fixed light visible 

six miles. The focal plane of the light was 25 feet above sea level. 

This light functioned until the arrival of the Confederates on 

the Outer Banks in 1861. When the Rebels put out the main Cape 

Hatteras light, they eliminated the Beacon as a functioning light. 

They had damaged neither the structure nor the lantern; the Confederates 

had just removed the lens and its pedestal. The District Engineer did 

not feel that it would take more than a day to return the Beacon to 

operation. Indeed he put it into temporary operation with a steamer's 

lamp. When the Union forces regained effective control of the Cape 

Hatteras area the Lighthouse Board "restored and re-establishment" 

the Beacon at the same time they relighted the main tower. 

For the next 17 year? the Beacon continued to shine its light 

to guide coasting craft through these dangerous shoals. Then in 1879 

the Lighthouse Board felt the light was no longer needed and had it 

58. Clipping File, Cape Hatteras Beacon; Lighthouse Board, 
Letters to 5th District Inspector, 1852-1860, pp. 276, 283, 300; 
Report of the Lighthouse Board to the Searetary of the Treasury in 
Answer to a ResoZutipn of the Senate of February Z, Z853 • . . 
(Washington: 1858), pp. 98-99; 34th Cong., 3rd Bess., House Exea. 
Doa. No. 2 (Serial #896), pp. 600, 610. 
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• discontinued. Howls of protest emitted from the salty throats of 

the coasters, and in time they made themselves heard. In 1882 the 

Lighthouse Board decided that coasting vessels still needed the 

Beacon "as a guide through the Slue Channel," and ordered its 

r~-establishment. The old structure was repaired and refurbished and 

on December 15, 1883, the Beacon was re-exhibited. 

Twenty-four months later a severe storm struck the area and "par-

tially overturned" the beacon tower. This accident pointed up the poor 

physical condition of the old wooden frame structure, and the Board 

reached the conclusion that they would have to build a new one. The 

District Engineer had the lens "wedged up" and took other "temporary 

measures . . to keep the light burning until a new structure could 

be built." Work began in the spring of 1886 and seven months later, 

• on November 24, 1886, the new beacon went into operation. 

• 

Less than thTee years later the Beacon's old nemesis, shore 

erosion, threatened the new structure. On October l, 1889, the high 

water mark was just 50 feet from the beacon, and during the month two 

severe gales gnawed away at the beach, permitting the Atlantic Ocean 

to lap but a few feet from the beacon tower. The Lighthouse Board 

had no choice but to move the light "farther back as soon as practi-

cable." In January 1890, 

"Trestles were placed in position, iron braces were 
detached, the structure was lifted from the piles, 
moved to one side, lowered onto skids, and transported 
on rollers to its site, 200 feet distant. The founda
tion piles were then taken up and reset at the new 
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location·, the buildina was raised and placed upon the 
trestles and then lowered upon the piles. The necessary 
steps, gutters, etc., were replaced, and the structure, 
embracing house, iron-work, and lantern were painted. 

Despite this work, the beacon was s·ti 11 not safe, and in the 

autumn of 1895 the keeper at Cape Hatteras reported the beacon "in 

danger of destruction by the waves." Within 24 hours the sea had 

eaten away the last 35 feet of beach, and "the high-water line had 

advanced as far as the piles of the structure." Action was taken to 

display a temporary light in event the beacon succumbed to the sea. 

Soon, however, the threat subsided and the beach began to rebuild. 

As it turned out, the beacon had only a reprieve. Two years 

later, in 1897, a severe storm hit the Outer Banks, and whipped and 

lashed the ocean, driving the water onto the banks and completely 

submerging the Beacon. With this light inoperative, a lens lantern 

was placed on a post "in the vicinity but sufficiently remote from 

the shore line to be secure from destruction by the waves. This 

substitute," the Lighthouse Board announced, "answers the purposes 

of Navigation as well as the former beacon." 

But Cape Hatteras was still in an erosion cycle and in 1889 

the "light post was moved 145 yards nearer to the tower, beyond the 

reach of the high tides." It would almost appear that nature had 

it in for the beacon light at Cape Hatteras, for in August 1899 a 

storm blew over the light-post. But the post was quickly re-erected 

and the light was re-displayed on August 24, 1899. The 1900 Light 

62 



• 

• 

• 

List shows the Beacon as being a fixed white light on a brown post 

35 feet high. It was visible 10 1/4 miles. The Light List for 1907 

does not show the Beacon. 59 The Annual Reports of the Lighthouse 

Board are no source of enlightenment on the fate of the Cape Hatteras 

Beacon. 

HATTERAS INLET LIGHT 

Recognizing the fact that the water over the bar at Hatteras 

Inlet had been gradually improving in depth for some years and that 

as a result the inlet was "becoming an important place of refuge as 

well as ingress and egress to the many coasting vessels passing that 

part of the coast," the Lighthouse Board in 1857 asked for an appropria-

tion to erect a light at Hatteras Inlet. Congress, however, did not 

act for several years, but in 1860 it appropriated $5,000 to build 

the light. Almost immediately the Lighthouse Service began gathering 

the necessary materials to erect the lighthouse. The iron and wood-

work was prepared at Wilmington, Delaware, and when finished all the 

material was collected and shipped to Hatteras Inlet along with a 

working party sufficient to erect the structure. On arriving at the 

inlet, unloading operations began. After all the materials had been 

59. Clipping File, Cape Hatteras Beacon; Lighthouse Board, 5th 
District Engineer, Letter Press, 1857-1864, p. 159; Lighthouse Board, 
List of Beaaons Buoys and Dayma.Pks in the Fifth Lighthouse Distr>iat, 
Z900 (Washington: G.P.O., 1900), p. 111. 
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• landed safely, a storm "of almost unparalleled severity" lashed 

the area and swept away most of the materials. What little survived 

was gathered together and sold to the Army nearby. 

The Civil War interfered at this point, and the Lighthouse 

Board dropped the idea of constructing a lighthouse at Hatteras 

Inlet. Hatteras Inlet, however, grew even more important as an 

access, and by 1870, the Board acknowledged that it was "the best 

inlet leading to and from the sounds of North Carolina, with which 

there is a very large trade." The Lighthouse Service had marked 

the Channel through the inlet with buoys which was adequate for 

the daylight, but those vessels wishing to get through at night 

had to take a considerable risk if they dared pass through the 

inlet to or from the sound. No problem existed for steamers since they 

.they could adjust their speed to arrive off Hatteras Inlet during 

the day, but in the 1870's many, if not the majority, of the 

country's vessels were still under sail, and in view of the fact 

these ships had to take advantage of the wind, the captain of such 

a vessel could not predict at what time it might arrive off Hatteras 

Inlet. 

Congress was not immediately responsive to the recommendation 

of the Lighthouse Board and for several years failed to make the 

needed authorization. Finally on March 3, 1873, Congress appropriated . 

$18,000 for a screw pile lighthouse to be erected on Oliver's Reef 
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• on the north side of Hatteras Inlet. It was to have a fifth 

order lens exhibiting a fixed red light. 

After test borings on Oliver's Reef in January 1874 that 

revealed the foundation to be "clean, hard sand to a considerable 

depth," the Lighthouse Service contracted in March for the iron 

work and instructed the Lazaretto Island Lighthouse Depot in 

Baltimore to fashion the required wood work. The materials were 

collected in July and transported to Hatteras Inlet where work 

began immediately .. Work was completed in September and on October 1, 

1874, the light was exhibited for the first time. The light was 

red, but .the lens was of the fourth order, a larger one than originally 

planned. The Lighthouse Board described the structure: "The light-

house consists of a frame dwelling, square in plan, resting on a 

• foundation of five solid wrought-iron piles, eight inches in diameter, 

which are screwed vertically into the shoal to a distance of about 

• 

ten feet. The keeper's dwelling being surmounted by a lantern of 

the four th order. " 

The dwelling was painted white, the blinds green, the roof and 

piles brown, and the lantern black. It stood in seven feet of water, 

and in addition to the light had a fog bell that struck every eight 

seconds. 
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• In 1901 the lens was replaced which cha.1ged the characteristic 

of the light from flashing red every 30 seconds to flashing red 

every 20 seconds. 1hree years later the characteristic was changed 

once again, this time to fixed red. At the same time the workers 

60 
suspended a fuel platform under the house by iron hangers. 'file 

Light List through the years has continued to show the light on 

Oliver Reef in Hatteras Inlet. 

THE CAPE HATTERAS LIGHT AND THE CIVIL WAR 

With an extreme lack of foresight the Lighthouse Board reported 

in 1860: II it is believed that the lighthouse establishment 

has about reached its maximum under our present limits, and that 

very few additional lights, no more perhaps than it may be found 

proper from time to time to discontinue, need to be added to meet 

• all the just and reasonable wants of navigation. 1161 Perhaps the 

great irony of this statement is that the Lighth~use Board felt they 

had a stable organization, but what they didn't know was that the 

country was on the verge of a tremendous catastrophe--a castastrophe 

60. Clipping File, Hatteras Inlet Light Station. As a matter of 
passing interest, it may be well to note that the current Light List, 
as well as those for some years previously, show the light to have been 
established in Hatteras Inlet on Oliver Reef in 1905. Just how this 
error came about is not known, but the Light List for 1907 shows the 
establishment year as 1874. 

61. Lighthouse Board, Annual Report, l860 (n.t.p., n. p.), p: (1). 
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• that was to have an important and direct effect upon the light

house establishment and its operation. Looming just ahead was 

• 

• 

the Civil War, and lighthouses from Cape Henry southward were to 

be taken over by the Rebels, not for the normal use of such objects, 

but with a view toward eliminating them from use by their enemy. 

As the southern states seceded and Confederate troops moved 

to the shore, light keepers abandoned their lighthouses. Although 

the Confederacy provided for a lighthouse establishment within its 

government, it had little use for lighthouses as such, particularly 

while the war was on and while it had such a weak navy. Lighthouses 

were more beneficial to blockading ships than to blockade running 

ships. 

Shortly after North Carolina seceded from the Union on May 20, 

1861, state troops moved to the Outer Banks. They quickly took over 

the lighthouses, stopping their operation. The closing down of the 

Cape Hatteras light was noted especially in the north .. As one 

propagandist put it: "Soon after the bombardment of Fort Sumter, the 

Confederate Gov~rnment, with that murderous indifference to human 

life which has distinguished them from the first, extinguished all the 

lights they could reach, and among others the lighthouse erected at 

Cape Hatteras. 1162 

62. Frank Leslie's Ittustrated Newspaper, November 2, 1861, (No. 
310, v. XIII), p. 375. 
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• 'Ihe Union forces in the early months of the war re-took 

the Outer Banks and became anxious to get the Cape Hatteras light 

exhibited again so, as a Federal officer reported in August 1861~ 

that it could "send forth its cheering ray to the storm beaten 

mariner II But the Confederates had other ideas. 'Ihe 3rd 

Georgia Infantry assaulted and routed the Federal troops in what 

became known as the Chicamacomico Races, and the commander, Colonel 

A. R. Wright. vowed, "We will demolish the light at Hatteras if we 

do no more." After beating a hasty retreat down the banks, the 

Federals stopped at Cape Hatteras, many of them sleeping on the 

ground around the lighthouse tower. Here they were re-enforced, 

mustered their courage, and counterattacked the Rebels; thus the 

lighthouse was saved from the same fate that befell the neighboring 

• Bodie Island light tower. 63 

• 

In the meantime agitation had begun to build up to get the 

Cape Hatteras light displayed once again. '!his light was extremely 

important to the coastal trade, a fact attested to by a letter to 

the Lighthouse Board dated September 21, 1861, "from the Presidents 

and Officers of the principal Insurance Companies of New York" 

63. The War of the RebeUion: A aompiZation of the OffiaiaZ 
Reaords of the Union and Confederate Armies, Series I, v. IV 
(Washington: Government Printing Office, 1892), pp. 585, 597; 
David Stick, The Outer Banks of North Carolina (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina,£ 1958), pp. 133-136. 
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• petitioning the re-lighting of the Cape Hatteras light. "This 

is a very important point on our coast," they said, "and it is 

desirable the Light be re-established as speedily as possible1164 

Shortly thereafter the Lighthouse Board moved to reestablish 

the light. The Secretary of the Treasury wrote the Secretary of 

the Navy that the Board planned to repair and re-exhibit the light 

at Cape Hatteras and requested that protection be given the light 

"from future injury or attack." The Navy issued instructions to 

the Flag Officer of the Blockading Squadron to provide all the 

protection he could from seaward. At the same time the Treasury 

Secretary made an identical request of the War Department, to which 

the Army replied: "The War Department will cordially cooperate with 

you in giving the proper instructions to the officers under its 

• command in that region to do everything in their power to protect 

and secure the light from future injury or attack. 1165 

• 

In November W. J. Newman, Engineer of the war-time combined 

4th and 5th Lighthouse Districts, visited the Outer Banks to examine 

the Cape Hatteras and Bodie Island lighthouses. He could not land 

at Bodie Island, and apparently made only a perfunctory examination 

of the Cape Hatteras· structure, for he reported, "We know that the 

64. Treasury Department, Lighthouse Letters, 1860-6.1, P Series, 
pp. 188' 189. 

65. Ibid, pp. 195, 202. 
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• lens had been removed and probably most of the Lantern glass 

broken .•. II If he had indeed examined the lighthouse, 

certainly he would have had a more precise knowledge of its 

condition. At any rate the Chairman of the Lighthouse Board 

ordered Newman to visit Cape Hatteras in March with a view toward 

re-lighting the tower. 66 

1he delay between the fall and the spring in taking action 

to get the Cape Hatteras light re-displayed was obviously due 

to the fact that the Lighthouse Board felt that the territory 

was not yet free from incursion by the Rebels. In February 1862 

the Secretary of the Navy transmitted to the Secretary of the 

Treasury a comment from the Flag Officer commanding the blockading 

squadron along the Outer Banks in which he said, " . . . the Light 

• House at Cape Hatteras may now be lighted with perfect safety, and 

I would respectfully suggest that this should be done forthwith by 

the directions and agents of our Light House Board. 1167 

• 

Less than a week after the Secretary of the Navy transmitted 

this communication to the Treasury Department, the Secretary of the 

66. Fifth District Engineer Letter Press, 1857-1864, Letters 
of December 7, 1861, February 5 and March 12, 1862; Francis R. Holland, 
Jr., "A History of the Bodie Island Light Station" ([Washington]: 
Division of History, National Park Service, February 1967), p. 35. 

67. Treasury Department, Lighthouse Letters, 1882-1864, Series P, 
p. 25. 
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• Treasury instructed the Lighthouse Board to take the necessary 

steps to get the Cape Hatteras tower re-lighted. Like a typical 

government agency when receiving pressure from above, the Light-

house Board ·did not want their superior to think it had been slothful, 

and accordingly it replied that it had sent a man to the Outer 

Banks in the fall of 1861, but his efforts had been fruitless. 1he 

Board then went on to recite the problems it would face in getting 

the light re-exhibited. First of all, there were mostly southern 

loyalists on the Banks, and those who had remained loyal to the 

Union were "too ignorant to be entrusted with the care of so important 

a Light Station II Moreover, a military guard would be 

necessary, because when the Confederates heard the light was once 

again displayed, they would undoubtedly send marauders to destroy it . 

• 1he Board asked the Secretary to request troops from the Secretary 

of War to protect the tower. Despite these difficulties, the Light-

• 

house Board said, it would go ahead with re-lighting the Cape Hatteras 

tower. 68 

On March 11, just three days after writing the Secretary of the 

Treasury, the Lighthouse Board ordered the 2nd, 4th, and 5th Lighthouse 

68. Treasury Department, Lighthouse Letters, 1862-1864, Series P, 
pp. 4-5. 
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District Engineer, W. J. Newman, to see to the relighting of 

the Cape Hatteras light. Two days later Newman departed 

Philadelphia and on the 15th stepped off the L. R. Spaulding, 

an army transport, at Hatteras Inlet. The army unit there supplied 

him with transportation and an escort for his journey to the Cape 

Hatteras Light Station. At the station he discovered the light 

tower had been uninjured. The lens had been removed and, local 

rumor had it, taken to Washington, North Carolina, for storage. 

Only the lens was gone; everything else, including.the base plate, 

the revolving machinery, and the pedestal, were in place. This 

heavy equipment was a handicap, however, since it would have to be 

removed before a new lens could be installed. On close examination 

Newman found the tower to be in bad shape, not from the depredations 

of the confederates, but rather from the ravages of time. Cracks 

were beginning to appear in the sandstone of the tower, and they 

needed filling. The newer brick upper portion of the tower needed 

painting. The problem of erosion at the foundation was still present, 

and Newman recommended paving the area around the tower as had been 

previously contemplated and had actually been done at Cape Henry. 

This paving, he said, "must be done yet if the Tower is permanently 

retained . . " Moreover, the tower stairs were wood "and most 

inconvenient, the windows defective &c &c." "It will become a question 
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• to be settled shortly," he noted, "whether a new Tower would not 

be the cheapest in the long run, as even if all the minor defects 

are remedied [,] there exist those of construction and form which 

can never be cured." He found the oil butts "so old and battered 

as to be unfit for further use.'' On the other hand the keepers' 

dwellings remained in good condition, and the principal problem 

in relation to them was the fact that high tides flooded the area 

between them and the tower, and as a result the keepers could not 

go between the structures without getting wet. Newman recommended 

that a plank walkway, or causeway, be laid.69 

The Lighthouse Board authorized construction of the causeway, 

and in the middle of April ordered the Inspector of the 3rd Light-

house District to ship a second order lens designed to have a 

.characteristic of fixed varied by flashing light for the main tower, 

and a sixth order fixed lens for the beacon light. Newman felt 

there would be no difficulty fitting the fixed second order lens on 

the pedestal and base plate already in the lighthouse. The Board 

69. Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Press, 1857~ 
1864, pp. 157-160, 162 and letter dated March 12, 1862. In September 
1865 the 5th District Inspector reported "recovery of Light-House 
apparatus supposed to belong to Cape Hatteras •••• " The Light
house Board ordered the Inspector to ship the lens to the depot in 
New York. See Lighthouse Board, Letters to 5th District Inspector, 
1860-1871, p. 233. 
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also ordered new oil butts and the oil to fill them since the 

Confederates had reportedly removed all the oi1. 70 

Newman had a crew in readiness in Philadelphia to go to Cape 

Hatteras to repair the lighthouse, but the lenses were abominably 

slow in arriving, due, undoubtedly, to the higher shipping priority 

war-goods received. In the meantime, New York and Philadelphia 

newspapers carried notices that the Cape Hatteras light had been 

relighted. This report, of course, was untrue, and its source was 

probably the Cape Hatteras beacon which had been temporarily relighted 

with a steamer's lamp. The lenses, however, finally arrived in 

Philadelphia on May 7, and two days later the working party departed 

71 
for Cape Hatteras. Just when the Cape Hatteras light was finally 

re-exhibited is not known, but it was probably around June l, 1862 . 

70. Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Press, 1857-
1864, pp. 168, 170, 173, 175. 

71. Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer, Letter Press, 1857-
1864, pp. 175-178, 180, 188, 276; 3?th Cong., 3rd Bess., Exea. Doa. No. i 
(Serial #1149), pp. 149, 152. The activities of the working party are 
not known since they reported directly to the Lighthouse Board, and 
many of the records of the Board for this period were destroyed in 
the Commerce Department fire in the 1920's. 

Interestingly enough, Newman once again requested an army 
detail to protect the lighthouse, giving as justification the following: 
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• 

A new lens, "combining the latest and highest improvements," 

was ordered for the Cape Hatteras light and installed in 1863. 

The lens was a first order revolving one exhibiting a flashing 

light of five seconds duration and 15 seconds e~lipse. The 

tower continued its white and red coloring, the first 70 feet of 

the tower being white and the remainder red. 72 

A NEW TOWER FOR CAPE HATTERAS 

In 1864 the Lighthouse Board requested funds to replace the 

wooden stairs in the towers at Cape Hatteras and Cape Lookout. 

The L. H. Tower is removed some distance from 
the Dwelling. The stairway to the surranit is 
nothing more than a series of heavy wooden 
ladders and landings, made of yellow pine and 
most inflammable. At the base of the Tower a 
large quantity of dry brush is always placed 
to keep the sand from blowing away. Any evil 
disposed person could in a few minutes, landing 
in the woods on the Sound Side, collect the dry 
stuff, fire the· Stairway, and the man on watch 
at the top of the Tower would not have a chance 
to escape. 

At the request of the Lighthouse Board the War Department 
agreed to supply a detail to protect the light station. But, whether 
troops were actually sent there is not known. See P. H. Watson to 
s. P. Chase, Washington, April 5, 1862, Treasury and Lighthouse 
Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Press, 1857-1864, p. 172. 

72. 38th Cong., Zst Bess., House Exec. Doc. No. 3 (Serial #1186), 
p. 156; Lighthouse Board, Light List, Z866 (Washington: G.P.O., 1866), 
pp. 46-47. 
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• Congress eventually responded with an appropriation, and when 

asked to comment on it, the District Engineer, Newman, replied 

• 

• 

"that the condition of the [Cape Hatteras] tower is such that it 

is not worth the contemplated outlay, but rather that an appropria-

tion be applied for, to build a new tower." The tower had been 

built of poor sandstone, he added, and "The vibrations during heavy 

gales are alarming and the cracks in the old Tower are extending." 

Nothing permanent had been done to keep the sand from eroding 

around the tower, except "fe~ces and brushwood." "The structure 

is quite out of date," he said, "and liable sooner or later to a 

disaster." Newman had apparently struck the proper chord, for in 

March 1867 Congress appropriated $75,000 for rebuilding the Cape 

Hatteras lighthouse. 73 

Unlike its predecessor in the administration of lighthouses, 

the Lighthouse Board did virtually no contracting work for actual 

construction of lighthouses. The Board built the lighthouses under 

the supervision of their foremen with day labor, and contracted for 

all materials needed. The Cape Hatteras light tower was no exception. 

The Lighthouse Board entered into a contract with Nicholas M. Smith 

of Baltimore to supply l,000,000 " 'prime dark red' brick at $12.35 

73. 38th Cong., 2nd Sess., House Exea. Doa. No. 3 (Serial #1222), 
p. 167; Lighthouse Laws and Appropriations, l856-l869, p. 38; Light
house Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Press, 1864-1867, p. 364. 
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~ per thousand, into one with Bartlett, Robbins and Co. to supply 

the metal to be used in construction, and into another with 

Beattie, Dawson & Co. to furnish stone for the foundation and 

steps. 1he Board was deeply interested in the quality of materials 

that went into the structure at Cape Hatteras, saying, "In a 

tower so expensive and exposed as the new one proposed for Cape 

Hatteras will be, it is desirable to take every measure to secure 

the very best materials," and added, "quality is a much greater 

object than price." 1his attitude was in sharp contrast to that 

of the Fifth Auditor whose only concern was economy. 

On another occasion they said, " . it is the desire of 

the Board that this structure [the Cape Hatteras tower] shall be of 

as durable a character as the nature of the materials out of which 

~ it is built will admit, and that in the construction nothing be 

omitted which will tend to give it such a character." 1he Board 

also entered into an agreement with Lennox and Burgess of Philadelphia 

to transport all materials to Cape Hatteras. Ships were to take 

the materials to the entrance to Cape Channel in the sound, just 

behind Cape Hatteras where it would be lightered to the shore and 

h . d b h . . 74 t en carrie y tramway to t e construction site. 

74. Lighthouse Board, Letters to 5th District Engineer, 1868-
1873, pp. 2-3; Abstract of Miscellaneous Contracts, 1841-1875, pp. 70, 
98; Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Press, 1867-1869, 
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• At first the Lighthouse Board contemplated building a tower 

so that the focal plane of the light would be 150 feet above the 

sea, "the ordinary altitude of first-order towers." Before long 

the Board changed its mind and ordered the tower to be constructed 

so that the focal plane of the light would be 180 feet above the 

ground. The reason given for this change was "the interests of 

commerce," which probably meant that it was desirable that the 

light be seen the additional distance the extra height would permit. 

Of course, the added height necessitated an additional appropriation. 75 

On October 19, 1868, the working party, "with a coinplete out-

fit for carrying on operation," departed Baltimore for Cape Hatteras, 

where they were to receive the first batch of brick, erect necessary 

sheds and "prepare the heavy grillage for the foundation." The 

• District Engineer selected Dexter Stetson to be foreman, and under 

his supervision the tower was to be constructed. The crew arrived 

• 

pp. 292-293, 344, 345, 379; Lighthouse Board, Letters to 5th District 
Engineer, 1868-1873, pp. 3, 10, 441 Lighthouse Board, Annual Report, 
l868 (Washington: G.P.O., 1868), p. 48. Nicholas M. Smith was later 
to supply the brick used in the neighboring Bodie Island light tower. 
See Holland, "The Bodie Island Light Station," p. 49. The tramway, 
of the "Peteler pattern," was subsequently used in constructing the 
Bodie Island tower. See Ibid, p. 38 and Lighthouse Board, Annual 
Report, l868, p. 48. 

75. Lighthouse Board, Annual Report, l868 (Washington: G.P.O., 
1868) I P• 48. 
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• at the Cape on November 4 and immediately went about building 

the facilities they needed to properly undertake the construction 

work. In the meantime Stetson rented a house on the beach where 

the work crew could live until they could complete their barracks. 

Stetson and his crew went about their work with a will, and their 

accomplishments were sununed up in the Annual Report as follows: 

Suitable buildings for workmen's quarters and m~ssroom 
were erected; a blacksmith shop·built; a house in which 
to store cement and other perishable materials put up; 
two derricks erected; a wharf built.on the south side 
of the island, distant 1 1/4 miles from the station, this 
being the nearest point accessible to the scow lighters; 
two decked scows and one open one, built to serve as 
lighters, and a small boat and crane on wharf for unloading 
heavy stone. Also, a tram railway, of Peteler's design, 
laid from the wharf to the light house, upon which to 
transport materials. 76 

As this work was progressing at Cape Hatteras, problems were 

• arising in Baltimore over getting materials to the workers. Lennox 

• 

76. Lighthouse Board, Annual Report, Z869 (Washington: G.P.O. 
1869), pp. 46-47; Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer Letter 
Press, 1867-1869, pp. 339, 377-378, 387, 389. A minor flap occurred 
in the selection of a foreman. somehow the word circulated that w. J. 
Humes was to be superintendent of construction of Cape Hatteras.· 
Several veterans of the Union army wrote protesting the appointment, 
charging Humes with cruelty at a Richmond prison. Humes denied the 
allegation, saying that all he had done was build some brick ovens 
at the prison. Newman said the whole question was academic since 
he had no intention of hiring Humes; he had another man in mind. 
See Ibid., pp. 331-332. 
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.and Burgess, contractors who had agreed to transport the materials 

to the site, apparently entered the agreement without any vessels 

available they could use. In early November they wrote ·to the 

District Engineer that they were looking for ships and would pick 

up the materials a few days after November 10. This pick-up date 

was cutting it rather fine since Lennox and Burgess had agreed to 

deliver the brick to Cape Hatteras by the 15th. But apparently 

whatever arrangement the contractors thought they were about to 

make fell through, for on November 24 the District Engineer wrote 

them expressing concern at the delay, saying that there is "a large 

number of men engaged at Cape Hatteras, who will soon have nothing 

to do but eat the rations furnished by the Government II 

Finally in December Lennox and Burgess chartered the schooners 

.L. Sturdevant and Joel Vanzant. Shortly afterwards they chartered 

another schooner, the Trenton. During the month the first two 

• 

vessels were loaded, and December 28 the lighthouse material was 

77 
finally enroute to Cape Hatteras. 

With the arrival of materials at the Cape, work began in earnest 

on the tower. The first step was getting an adequate foundation. The 

site selected for the tower was 600 feet northeast of the old tower 

77. Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Press, 1867-
1869, pp. 386, 390, 396, 407-408, 413-414. 
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• and on the same general level of beach. This site was selected 

• 

• 

because it was "secure from the destructive action of the wind, 

which had always so seriously threatened the foundations of the 

old tower " Newman had selected the site when he was 

District Engineer, but it had not been approved by the Lighthouse 

Board. The Board discovered this oversight towards the end of 

April after the work crew had done considerable work on the 

foundation. Simpson, the current District Engineer, was unaware 

that the Board had failed to act on the site, but nevertheless he 

defended Newman's choice, both on the grounds that the site would 

not be subject to erosion and that the new location was so close 

to the old one that sailing directions would not have to be changed. 

The Board apparently felt this light was so important that they 

could not make a decision on the District Engineer's recommendation 

alone as they would normally have done, for they sent a committee 

to Cape Hatteras during the second week in May, and at that time 
78 

the site was approved. 

From the point of view of the foundation, Newman had selected 

a good site. The Lighthouse Board instructed the District Engineer 

78. Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer, Letter Press, 1867-
1869, pp. 540-544, 572, 592; Lighthouse Board Letters to 5th District 
Engineer, 1868-1873, pp. 18, 20; Lighthouse Board, Annual Report, ZB69, 
p. 47. 
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• to make a test boring to 20 feet in order to determine the nature 

of the foundation soil at the tower site, but the Superintendent 

of Construction, Dexter Stetson, found that he could drive a 

sounding rod·only nine feet into the ground. After cleaning out 

a pit six feet deep he found also that he could drive piles only 

six feet deeper, 11 the sand being very hard and compact." In view 

of such a solid bottom he requested and received permission to 

dispense with using piling for the foundation. Stetson and the 

workmen proceeded to lay layers of six-inch by 12-inch yellow 

pine timbers, placed crossways on top of each other. The task was 

complicated by the fact that the pit was below the low water level, 

and water seeped in, but Stetson resolved this problem by throwing 

up a coffer dam and keeping the pit pumped out with "powerful steam 

• pumps." Being below the low water level, the foundation timbers were 

always assured of being inunersed in water, thus enhancing preserva-

•• 

tion of the wood. "Upon these timbers," the Lighthouse Board later 

reported, "is laid a massive octagonal foundation, composed of large 

blocks of granite laid in cement mortar, as rubble masonry, the 

interstices being filled with smaller stone of the same kind. 1179 

79. Lighthouse Board, Annual Report, l869, p. 47; Lighthouse 
Board, Letters to 5th District Engineer, 1868-1873, pp. 14, 17; 
Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Press, 1867-1869, 
pp. 482, 501, 506-507, 657; Dexter Stetson to J. H. Simpson, Cape 
Hatteras, April 4, 1869, J. H. Simpson to Dexter Stetson, Baltimore, 
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• 

When the stone part of the foundation was completed, work 

continued with the laying of stone and brick for the base of the 

tower which began with the laying of "octagonal plinthe [sic] 

courses of cut granite." Work was hampered and delayed by the loss 

of shiploads of brick and the overturning of a lighter filled with 

stone. The District Engineer had hoped that the.base would be 

completed by the second week in October, but by the first of 

October 1869 the workmen had reached only the ninth quoin, about 

the top of the entrance doorway. Nevertheless the lighthouse had 

begun "to assume a very handsome, solid and imposing appearance." 

Around the middle of October the District Engineer wrote the stone 

supplier asking where the stones were for the crowning courses of 

the base. As it turned out the stone had been shipped a few days 

previous to the Engineer's letter, and apparently not long after-

wards it arrived at Cape Hatteras, for Stetson reported on November 

30 that the workmen had finished the base and the masons were standing 

by to begin laying the brick for the tower. 80 

• 

April 13, 1869, and J. H. Simpson to W. B. Shubrick, Baltimore, 
April 21, 1869, in Clipping File, Cape Hatteras Light Station. 

80. Lighthouse Board, Annual Report, l869, p. 47; Lighthouse 
Board, Annual Report, ZB?O, p. 36; Lighthouse Board, 5th District 
Engineer Letter Press, June 1869-0ctober 1869, pp. 118-119, 299-300; 
Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Press, October 1869-
May 1870, pp. 10, 109. 
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• From time to time, problems not of the lighthouse builders 

own making further hampered construction. The first problem that 

arose centered around the failure of Lennox and Burgess to provide 

on schedule the ships needed to transport the materials to Cape 

Hatteras. Finally they were able to secure ships and the materials 

began to flow southward with some regularity until February 19, 1869, 

when the schooner Ida Nicholson loaded with 101,600 bricks, sundry 

food for the men, and feed for the animals, went down in a severe 

·gale just eight miles from the lighthouse. The loss of the food 

was especially distressing, and two weeks later the District Engineer 

wrote Lennox and Burgess urging them to get another ship since the 

men at Cape Hatteras were out of provisions. Lennox and Burgess did 

not respond rapidly, and the District Engineer, feeling the situation 

• at the Cape was getting desperate, chartered the Mary Mizell, loaded 

it on March 10 with provisions and cement, and dispatched the vessel 

to Cape Hatteras. Meanwhile, another vessel laden with stone had 

arrived at the construction site. While unloading the ship. one of 

the lighters overturned as the result of strong winds and eight blocks 

of cut granite were lost in five feet of water. Since reordering the 

stones would not only be expensive, but would also cause a considerable 

delay, the District Engineer instructed Stetson to attempt to retrieve 

them. It is not known whether he was able to do so or not, but 

84 

• 



~ presumably he did since there is no indication that anyone ordered 

additional stones. 

In the meantime, the District Engineer continued to wage a 

constant battle to get Lennox and Burgess to send ships to pick up 

the supplies and materials destined for Cape Hatteras. It must 

have been terribly frustrating to the District Engineer to have to 

prod the contractors. 'Ibe fact the Lighthouse Board let the contrac-

tors get away with such a poor performance does not speak well for 

that august body. Apparently as a result of the slowness of the 

Trenton in getting to Baltimore to pick up supplies, the Board gave 

the District Engineer permission to charter vessels under special 

circumstances. 'Ibe Trenton was over a month late in getting to 

Baltimore. At least one other time, in December 1869, Lennox and 

~ Burgess were so slow in getting ships to Baltimore to pick up bricks 

that the District Engineer had to charter vessels to get the materials 

to Cape Hatteras so that work on the tower would not be slowed. In 

early August another minor catastrophe struck when the J. Parker, 

loaded with 50,000 bricks for the light tower, went ashore at Nags 

81 
Head; both ship and cargo were a total loss. 

81. Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Press, 1867-
1869, pp. 456, 460, 461, 465, 467-469, 488, 509-549, 551-552; 
Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Press, June 1869-1868-
1873, pp. 14, 19; Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Press, 
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Other problems arose during the construction, such as the 

rapid wearing of the car wheels on the tramway due to the sand, 

but the most serious one was the same problem that plagued the 

builders of the original lighthouse: sickness. The workmen 

suffered so from illness that five had to leave Cape Hatteras in 

early August of 1869, delaying the progress of work. Because of 

the sickness the District Engineer took Colonel James Simons, a 

Surgeon, on his August inspection trip to Cape Hatteras. After 

·examining the men Simons recommended a daily issue to each man of 

1 1/2 ounces of whiskey and 5 grains of quinine to prevent intermittent 

and remittent fevers. Whether the prescription was ever filled is 

not known. Authorization from the Lighthouse Board was needed to 

issue whiskey to workmen since it was the first time the question 

had been raised, and the Lighthouse Board was not scheduled to meet 
82 

until the first week in September. None of those on full-time duty, 

such as the Engineering Secretary or the Naval Secretary, wanted to 

October 1869-May 1870, pp. 105. The Board's concern over this light
house was further evidenced when one of the stones to be used in the 
cornice of the base broke while being worked on at the quarry. The 
decision whether to use the stone or not was made by the Lighthouse 
Board, not the District Engineer. The Board gave explicit instructions 
on how the stone would be used. See Lighthouse Board, Letters to 5th 
District Engineer, 1868-1873, pp. 40, 42-43. 

82. Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Press, June 
1869-0ctober 1869, pp. 46, 118, 134-135, 173-174, 189. 
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• make such a decision. For all of the technological advance the 

Lighthouse Board brought to aids to navigation, in its administra-

• 

• 

tive procedures the Lighthouse Board could be terribly conservative 

and bureaucratic. Probably by the time they did pass on the question, 

the sickly season at Cape Hatteras had rwi its course. 

The construction foreman thought, and probably rightly so, 

that at least one of the causes of the sickness was the pond of 

stagnant water that stood under the house of the keeper. Stetson 

reported that for years the light keepers had been throwing offal 

and other waste from the kitchen and elsewhere into the pond. The 

whole area was an unsanitary mess that Stetson felt would emit a 

powerful odor when the pond dried up during June and July. As a 

remedy he recommended draining the pond and using sand as fill 

around and under the house. The District Engineer concurred in this 

recommendation and passed it on to the Lighthouse Board. The Board, 

however, did not agree that draining the pond would be beneficial 

and said, "The ill effects of the stagnant water may possibly be 

overcome by filling up the pond and particularly that portion under 

and near the dwelling, with sand or any debris, such as broken stone 

or brick, that may be at hand. 1183 Stetson took the necessary action, 

83. Lighthouse Board, Letters to 5th District Engineer, 1868-1873, 
pp. 32, 33; Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Press, 1867-
1869, pp. 50, 685-687; Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer Letter 
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• but the filling in of the pond did not immediately solve the 

sickness problem since the Board issued its suggestion in late 

June, and in August the workmen became sick anyway. 

Later in the year the Lighthouse Board entered into contracts 

to supply other materials needed in the construction of the light 

tower. They contracted with Bartlett, Robbins & Co. to supply the 

oil tanks for the tower. The firm was to make these tanks of 5/16" 

boiler plate (wrought iron) and line them with high grade tin. For 

this contract Bartlett and Robbins bid $17,583 and agreed to deliver 

the materials by the middle of February 1870. The Board also entered 

into a contract with Hazlehurst & Co. to supply the metal castings 

and bronze hinges needed in the tower. The castings consisted of 

lintels, door jambs, imposts, sills, floor plates, steps for oil 

• recesses, stair guards for the oil recesses, wall holders for the 

stair stringers, and composition hinges and nuts.
84 

• 

During the year the 5th District Engineer, J. H. Simpson, took 

the lead in attempting to get the post office re-established at 

Press, June 1869-0ctober 1869, pp. 35-36. All this time a committee 
from the Lighthouse Board found the keeper's quarters to be in 
"wretched condition" and would require repairs costing about $1,000. 
The Lighthouse Board authorized the repairs. 

84. Lighthouse Board, Letters to 5th District Engineer, 1868-1873, 
pp. 55, 57-58; Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Press, 
June 1869-0ctober 1869, pp. 83, 198, 275; Lighthouse Board, 5th District 
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• Cape Hatteras. One had not been there since the beginning of the 

war. In July Simpson wrote the Postmaster General saying that the 

lighthouse establishment suffered much inconvenience due to the 

absence of a post office at Cape Hatteras. To get the mail to the 

construction crew at Cape Hatteras the District Engineer had to 

make arrangements with a W. A. Smith to carry it from New Bern to 

Hatteras Island. The government was building a larger lighthouse 

there with the consequent employment of a greater force, he pointed 

out. Moreover, there were 1,000 to 1,500 inhabitants already on 

Hatteras Island. Simpson learned that the steamers, the Ellen Terry 

and the Louisa Moore, made weekly runs between New Bern and New York 

and stopped at Hatteras. He wrote the agents for these two vessels 

asking them to submit a bid to carry the mail to Cape Hatteras . 

• Evidently Simpson had little success with his own efforts, and in 

October he forwarded to the Lighthouse Board a petition from the 

• 

people of Hatteras Island requesting a post office. Simpson hoped 

the Board would endorse the petition before sending it to the Post 

85 Office Department. 

Engineer Letter Press, October 1869-May 1870, pp. 48, 65; Lighthouse 
Board, Annual Report, 1870, p. 36. 

85. Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Press, June 1869-
0ctober 1869, pp. 20-21, 43-44, 175, 296-297. Just how successful 
Simpson was is not known at present. The 1870 Postal Guide does not 
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By the end of 1869 the workmen had completed the base and 

had laid three courses of brick on the tower. By the middle of 

January the District Engineer reported that the tower now reached 

25 feet above the first floor, and a month later the workmen attained 

the second landing. Two weeks later the tower was 50 feet above the 

first floor. Toward the end of March the first two flights of stairs 

were shipped to Cape Hatteras, and by the end of April were installed. 

By this time the tower was 97 feet above the ground, and the District 

Engineer gleefully reported that the "batter and rotundity of the 

tower . . . have been admirably preserved." By this time four flights 

of stairway had been placed. On June 16 the tower had been completed 

to 153 1/2 feet, which would be just about where the bottom of the 

supports of the lantern are now. At this point Stetson halted work 

because of necessary alterations in. the lantern iron work, and the 

foreman sent home all but six of the workmen, who remained as watchmen. 86 

list a post office for the Cape Hatteras area. However, List of Post 
Offiaes in the United States and Canada, l8?3 (Washington: William H. 
Boyd, 1873) p. 129, shows a post office for Hatteras. 

86. Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Book, October 
1869-May 1870, pp. 166, 190, 299, 309, 355, 442; Lighthouse Board, 
5th District Engineer Letter Book, May 1870-November 1870, pp. 14, 64. 
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Another reason for the suspension of the work was the delay 

by the contractor in making the iron work for the inside of the 

tower. Finally, on September 9 Bartlett and Robbins completed 

casting the seventh flight of stairs and shipped it to the Cape. 

On the following day the District Engineer dispatched a working 

party to Cape Hatteras, and work resumed on the tower. Two and 

a half weeks later the contractors shipped the remaining iron work 

for the top of the tower, except for the lantern, and work progressed 

nicely. By the first week in November the capital of the tower was 

ready to receive the lantern and lens. Bartlett and Robbins completed 

the lantern and shipped it to Cape Hatteras around the middle of 

November. 87 

Originally the Lighthouse Board thought that it would use the 

lens in the old tower for the new tower. In fact on May 13, 1870, 

as completion of the tower was in sight, the District Engineer sent 

his assistant to Cape Hatteras to measure the lens column of the old 

tower, and thus facilitate the transfer of the lens. A week later 

the Board wrote asking the District Engineer if he would like a new 

lens rather than go to the trouble of transferring the old one. 1he 

87. Clipping File, Cape Hatteras Light Station, North Carolina; 
Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Book, May-November 1870, 
pp. 226, 295, 356-357. 
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Board said it had on hand a first order flashing lens with pedestal. 

Simpson was elated over this prospect and quickly replied he wanted 

the new lens. The Board accordingly shipped it to him, and he received 

it around the middle of June. The Board also sent him the plans for 

the lighting apparatus in the Point Reyes, California, light tower 

since the two were quite similar in design and operation. Simpson 

sent the lens on to Cape Hatteras, after the lantern makers in 

Baltimore had examined it to see whether they should make any altera-

tions in the lantern to accommodate it. Some minor ones were necessary. 

On November 19, the District Engineer ordered the District lampist, 

George J. Crosman, to Cape Hatteras to set up the lens and take down 

and pack the old one for shipment to the lighthouse depot on Staten 

Island, New York, where it was to be stored, reportedly for later 

• use at Alligator Reef. Crosman installed the lens and exhibited 

the light for the first time on September 17, 1870. The new lens 

•• 

and revolving machinery worked well, and the lampist took down the 

88 old lens. 

88. Lighthouse Board, Annual Report, ZB?Z, p. 33; Lighthouse 
Board, Letters to 5th District Engineer, 1868-1873, pp. 84-85, 90, 
117; Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Book, October 
1869-May 1870, pp. 459, 483; Same, May-November 1870, p. 26; Same, 
November 1870-May 1871, pp. 3, 6, 207-209. The Assistant District 
Engineer was instructed to tell Stetson to run a 3/4" copper rod 
down the tower's well hole to a point at least two feet below the 
foundation of the tower. This lightning conductor was to be riveted 
to the stairs. 
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In the meantime the workmen were putting the finishing touches 

on the tower. 'Ibey erected an iron fence with a granite base that 

the District Engineer had recommended to keep cows and pigs out and 

to prevent erosion. 'Ibey whitewashed the interior of the tower. 

Tile exterior of the tower, the Board felt, should conform in appear-

ance to the old tower; consequently, the Board decided to leave the 

base of the structure its natural color since the dominant material 

was granite and therefore would appear white when viewed from the 

sea against the background of green woods. Tile brickwork, the Board 

felt, should be covered with a brick-colored cement wash to protect 

it from wind erosion. Afterwards the work crew painted the ironwork, 

including the lantern and stairs. Tilus was completed the highest 

89 brick lighthouse tower in the world . 

With the completion of the new tower there no longer was a need 

for the old one, and since it was in imminent danger of collapsing 

in a heavy storm, the Lighthouse Board decided to raze the old tower. 

On February 16, 1871, the District Engineer reported the Cape Hatteras 

tower had been blown up. He said, "Tilree mines were fired almost 

89. The Annual Report of the Lighthouse Board for 1871 said that 
the light on the new tower was exhibited for the first time on December 
16; the monthly report of the District Engineer says the 17th. Light
House Board, Annual Report, l87l (Washington: G.P.O., 1871), p. 33; 
Lighthouse Board, Letters to 5th District Engineer, 1868-1873, pp. 44-
45, 101; Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Book, June 1869-
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simultaneously blowing out a large wedge on the side toward the 

beach & this old land mark was spread out on the beach a mass of 

ruins. 1190 It is not known what was done with the stone and such 

from this tower. Perhaps some of it was transported to Bodie Island 

for use in the lighthouse there; the District Engineer considered 

that possibility at least at one point. The demolition crew removed 

all iron prior to the destruction of the old tower, however, and 
91 

shipped it to the depot near Baltimore to be sold. 

UiE JQ3EPER'S DWELLING AND END OF CONSTRUCTION 

In November 1870 as the tower was nearing completion the District 

Engineer requested permission of the Lighthouse Board to use some 

brick and lumber at the site to erect a keeper's quarters consisting 

October 1869, p. 56; Same, October 1869-May 1870, pp. 375, 492; Same 
May-November 1870, p. 366; Same November 1870-May 1871, pp. 6-8, 60, 
152, 209-210. See also Lighthouse Board, Annual Report, lB?O, p. 36. 
The District Engineer ran a transit line and established the focal 
plane of the light at 190.89 feet above mean low water. He reported 
also finding that "the bottom of the grillage foundation (to be) 3.89 
feet above mean low water or about one & one half feet above high 
water." See Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Book, 
November 1870-May 1871, pp. 349-341. 

90. Lighthouse Board, Annual Report, lB?l, p. 33; Lighthouse 
Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Book, November 1870-May 1871, 
p. 332. 

91. Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Book, November 
1870-May 1871, pp. 210-211, 326, 479. In 1903 Lee de Forest, father of 
television, wanted to erect a wireless telegraph station at Cape Hatteras 
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consisting of four rooms and a kitchen. He said that the present 

keeper's dwelling was adequate for only two families, not for three 

as was assigned to Cape Hatteras. The Board evidently assented to 

this request; for two weeks later the District Engineer sent the 

construction foreman at Cape Hatteras plans for a dwelling of the 

same design as the one at Leading Point "to be located . . . a short 

distance east of the present dwelling, its front on the same line as 

the front of that and about in the rear of the Superintendent's or 

92 workmens quarters." The building was to. cost $3,600. 

Construction of the building evidently began shortly after 

Stetson received the plans, for by the end of December the first 

floor of the structure had been laid, the doors and windows set, 

and the brickwqrk carried up five feet: A month later the brickwork 

had been finished and carpenters had begun putting on the roof. 

During February the dwelling was "shingled, lathed and plastered 

and asked to buy the stones from the foundation of the old tower. He 
wanted to use the stone in making cement for his station. De Forest's 
request ran afoul of government regulations which stated that govern
ment property had to be sold at public auction. See Engineering 
Secretary to Lee de Forest, Washington, February 28, 1903, and 
Engineering Secretary to 5th District Engineer, February 11, 1903, 
File No. 860. 

92. Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Book, May
Novernber 1870, p. 381; Same, November 1870-May 1871, pp. 7-8. 
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• and the floors laid." The workmen completed the structure in 

March and constructed a wooden picket fence partially around the 

building. The fence was completed when the workmen's quarters 

was removed; In addition the work crew laid a board walk from 

the keepers' quarters to the tower. Although originally requested 

for the use of the third keeper, the Lighthouse Board assigned 

the dwelling to th~ principal keeper. 93 

Construction work at Cape Hatteras ended. The job now was to 

clean up the mess and transport usable materials to Bodie Island 

for use in construction of the new light tower there. In the middle 

of March the District Engineer instructed Stetson to remove all 

workmen from Cape Hatteras except the ones needed to guard the 

materials left there. The materials were not shipped inunediately 

• to Bodie Island because of the delay in transfer of ownership of 

the land there to the government; the transfer was not consummated 

• 

until June 13. In June the District Engineer dispatched a working 

party to Cape Hatteras to remove to Bodie Island the leftover materials 

and all the structures, including the workmen's quarters, cement 

storage shed, and tramway. Around the middle of June the party 

93. Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Book, November 
1870-May 1871, pp. 210, 327, 479, 583-584; Lighthouse Board, Annual 
Report, ZB?Z, p. 33. 

96 



• 

• 

arrived on Bodie Island and began the erection of the buildings, 94 

indicating that Cape Hatteras was pretty well cleaned up by this 

time. 

THE LIGHT STATION, 1872-1900 

Not long after the workmen put the finishing touches on the 

tower the Lighthouse Board decided that the brick-colored wash did 

not make the tower a distinctive enough daymark. In February 1873 

the Board wrote the District Engineer instructing him to submit a 

study "for painting the Light House tower at Cape Hatteras in Special 

Stripes, say two black stripes making one and a half (1 1/2) revolu-

tions in the height of the tower." The District Engineer sent in his 

study incorporating the Board's suggestion and on March 25, 1873, the 

Board approved painting the tower with black and white spiral stripes . 

In the meantime the Board had also approved painting the Cape Lookout 

tower in black and white checkers. Consequently, they ordered that 

both light towers be painted at the same time so that only one notice 

to mariners need be sent out. The painters finished both lighthouses, 

94. Holland, "Bodie Island Light Station," pp. 38-39; Lighthouse 
Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Book, November 1870-May 1871, 
pp. 325, 459, 583-584; Same, April 1871-September 1871, p. 608; Light
house board, Letters to 5th District Engineer, 1868-1873, p. 183. 
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• and the Board felt the Cape Hatteras tower was now "a better day-

95 
mark on this low, sandy coast." 

In the subsequent years improvements and additions were made 

to the light.station to meet changing conditions, and, of courseJ 

the station received routine maintenance. In 1874 the Lighthouse 

Board instructed the keeper to take down the tablet that the then 

District Engineer had placed at the entrance to the tower at the 

completion of construction. 1he Lighthouse Board ordered another 

one "with a different inscription" to be installed; apparently the 

Board objected to the inclusion of the names of the District Engineer, 

the Assistant District Engineer, and the construction foreman on the 

original tablet. 

1he following year the Lighthouse Board decided to experiment 

• with the use of the English wicks to see if they used less oil, and 

• 

95. Lighthouse Board, Letter to 5th District Engineer, 1868-
1873, pp. 393, 403; Lighthouse Board, AnnuaZ Report~ Z8?3 (Washington: 
1873), p. 48. There is the belief by some on the Outer Banks that 
the painter of the two light towers, Cape Hatteras and Cape Lookout, 
made a mistake and reversed the designs of the towers. They contend 
that actually the Cape Hatteras tower was to have been painted with 
the diamond pattern because of the proximity of that tower to the 
Diamond Shoals. There is absolutely no truth in the story. From 
the beginning the Lighthouse Board intended painting the Cape Hatteras 
tower with stripes and the Cape Lookout with checkers, or diamonds. 
See also F. Ross Holland, Jr., "A survey History of Cape Lookout 
National Seashore" ([Washington;] National Park Service, 1968), p. 31. 
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~they chose the Cape Hatteras tower as one of the lights in which 

to test the wicks. In 1877 the station lost its boat when the Light-

• 

• 

house Board felt one was no longer needed there. In 1882 the 

Board authorized the replacement of the call bells between the 

tower and the keepers' dwellings, and five years later they had to 

be replaced again. In 1883 the 5th District Inspector was called 

upon by the Board to explain why the Cape Hatteras light had used 

96 27 gallons of oil over its quota during the second quarter. In 

1888 two new storehouses, 10' x 12', were added to the station, as 

was a small structure near the tower for the storage of empty oil 

cans. Moreover, 400 feet of new fencing was installed. 

'!he fuel ration for the Cape Hatteras Light Station was two 

tons of coal and 12 cords of wood annually. For some years the 

coal needed for the stove in the watch room was simply dumped on 

the ground near ilie tower. In 1884 the District Inspector visited 

the station and noting the lack of storage for the coal recommended 

that a bin holding three or four tons be built near the new tower. 

96. Lighthouse Board, 5th District Engineer Letter Book, January
July, 1874, p. 444; Engineer Secretary to 5th District Engineer. 
October 25, 1882, Lighthouse Board, Letters to Engineer, 5th District, 
July, 1880-June 30, 1883; Engineer Secretary to 5th District Engineer, 
April 16, 1887, and October 10, 1887, in Lighthouse Board, Letters to 
Engineer, 5th District, January 1, 1887-June 30, 1888; Lighthouse 
Board, Letters to 5th District Inspector, 1874-1881, pp. 99, 160; 
Same, 1881-1885, p. 272; Lighthouse Board, Annual Report, ZBBB, 
(Washington: G.P.O., 1888), p. 86. 
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• The Board inunediately saw the need for such and authorized the 

District Engineer to construct the bin. 

Three years later, in 1887, the District Inspector reconunended 

that an oil·house be added to the station. At that time the keepers 

stored the oil in the recesses in the base of the tower and in a 

wooden fuel shed. 

Also at this time the Board urged construction of a dwelling 

for the 3rd assistant keeper, who then was living in the assistant 

keepers' double dwelling which meant that three families occupied 

a dwelling meant for two. 1he Inspector said, "As each of these 

men has a family ranging from three to seven persons, it will be 

seen that they are much too crowded for either health or comfort." 

As a result of the Inspector's recommendation the Lighthouse Board 

• asked Congress for $5,000 to build the two structures. But Congress 

did not respond favorably, and the Lighthouse Board renewed the 

•• 

request each year until 1891 when Congress finally heeded it. In 

January 1892 the Lighthouse Board gave the District Engineer authoriza-

tion to go ahead with construction of the dwelling and oil house. 

Instead of building a new structure the District Engineer had the 

assistant keepers' dwelling expanded. What was done was summed up 

in the Annual Report: 

One of the kitchens forming the wings of the assistant 
keepers' dwelling was moved to the rear, and changes 
were made to adapt it to the use of two families. 
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• The main building was extended on its front and 
back lines about 16 feet; the inclosure constituted 
an addition 16 feet by 20 feet 3 inches in plane and 
two stories in height. This provided comfortable 
quarters for the assistant keeper in charge of the 
Cape Hatteras Beacon, whose previous accommodations 
were scant. 

In addition, the Board reported erecting a brick oil house "15 

feet 6 inches by 13 feet 6 inches in plan, with wall 8 feet 6 

inches high and 9 inches thick, and a gab le roof 4 feet high." 

Further activity during the year included moving one of the 

storehouses from near the tower to the principal keeper's house 

and the putting "in complete order" of both the principal keeper's 

dwelling and the old parts of the assistant keepers' dwelling. 97 

The Cape Hatteras tower experienced two potentially dangerous 

natural phenomena: lightning and an earthquake. On April 17, 1879, 

•--

• 

97. Ledger of allowances of Fuel and Rations to Lighthouses, 
Light Vessels, and Tenders, p. 46; Lighthouse Board, Letter to 5th 
District Inspector, 1871-1873, p. 175; J. E. Walker to F. H. Baker, 
July 7, 1874, Lighthouse Board, Letters to Inspectors, 5th Lighthouse 
District, July 6, 1874-June 27, 1877; Naval Secretary to 5th District 
Inspector, November 24, 1884, Lighthouse Board, Letters to Inspectors, 
5th District, January 2, 1884-June 30, 1885; Naval Secretary to 5th 
District Inspector, July 6, 1887, Lighthouse Board, Letters to 
Inspectors, 5th District, January 1, 1887-March 31, 1888; Lighthouse 
Board, Letters to 5th District Inspector, 1881-1885, p. 459; Engineer 
Secretary to 5th District Engineer, November 24, 1884, Lighthouse 
Board, Letters to Engineer, 5th District Engineer, May 23, July 8, 
1887, Letters to Engineer, 5th District, January 1, 1887-June 30, 1888; 
Engineer Secretary to 5th District Engineer, January 16, 1891, and 
January 7, 1872, Lighthouse Board, Letters to Engineer, 5th District, 
July 1, 1890-June 29, 1892; Lighthouse Board, Annual Report, l887, 
(Washington: G.P.O., 1887), pp. 17, 49-50; Annual Report, lBBB, p. 86; 
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• lightning struck the tower and two months later the keeper 

reported cracks running up it. 1he Lighthouse Board was not 

• 

• 

concerned greatly by the cracks, feeling the tower was in no 

danger. However, it was concerned about further damage from 

lightning, and deciding that the damage was "due to imperfect 

connection of the iron-work of the tower with the earth," ordered 

"the placing of a metal rod to connect the iron-work of the tower 

with an iron disk sunk in the ground." 1he rod ran from the stair-

case to the disk. 

Seven years later the tower was rocked by an earthquake. 1he 

quake occurred on August 31, 1886, and apparently was centered in 

the vicinity of Charleston, South Carolina, since that was the area 

hardest hit. 1he effects of the quake, however, were felt all along 

the east coast and a number of lighthouses were shaken. What happened 

at Cape Hatteras was summed up by the Lighthouse Board: 

The keeper reports that he felt an earthquake shock on 
August 31, at 9.50 p.m., local time. The shock lasted 
from ten to fifteen seconds. It was accompanied by a 
rumbling noise. There were four shocks. They were 
severe enough to slightly crack the storm panes in 'the 
lantern tower. The second shock occurred at 10 ovclock, 
lasted about 6 seconds, and was very light. The third 

Annual Report, l889, pp. 92-93; Annual Report, l89l, p. 90; Annual 
Report, l892, p. 96. In 1894 the Lighthouse Board decided to display 
the United States flag at each light station and ordered erection of 
flag poles 80 feet tall. See Lighthouse Board, Annual Report, l894, 
(Washington: G.P.O., 1894), pp. 32-33. 
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• shock occurred at 10.07, lasted about ten seconds, 
and was moderate. The fourth shock occurred at 
10.29, lasted about six seconds, and was ve~y 
light. Its force was sufficient to set suspended 
objects swinging and to overthrow light objectso 
He further states that it sounded like a rumbling 
noise coming up the tower. 

'Then [the keeper reported] the tower would tremble 
and sway backward and forward like a tree shaken by 
the wind. The shock was so. strong that we could not 
keep our backs against the parapet wallo It would 
throw us right from ito The swinging was from north
east to southwest.' 

On September 3 another slight shock was9~elt at ll.05 
p.m., which lasted about three seconds. 

'Ihe records do not indicate that any structural damage resulted 

from the quake. 

PERSONNEL 

• One of the principal aims of the Lighthouse Board when it was 

first constituted was to establish a professional organization of 

• 

well-trained keepers. 'Ihe Board especially wanted lightkeepers to 

be proficient and responsible men. They wanted a Service in which 

men could make a career, rising from the lesser positions to that 

of principal keeper. For too many years the lighthouse service had 

98. Engineer Secretary to 5th District Engineer, June 14, 1879, 
February 5, 1880, and February 10, 1880, Lighthouse Board, Letters to 
Engineer, 5th District, July 3, 1877-June 30, 1880; Lighthouse Board, 
AnnuaZ Report~ Z886 (Washington: GoP.O., 1886), po 139. 
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been a refuge for the political hack. Indeed, one writer conunented 

in 1874: II the petty though important place of light keeper 

has too often been made a political prize, and t~us the service, 

which requires permanence, has been injured. 1he politicians of 

the baser sort have not seldom defeated the best intentions and 

desires of the [Lighthouse] Board, and ousted a good man to put in 

one useful at the polls." 

As time went on, the Board's dream came closer and closer to 

reality. Civil Service reform legislation of 1871 and 1883 gave 

impetus to achievement of the Board's desire. By 1899 they could, 

undoubtedly with much satisfaction, write to their District Engineers: 

The Board invites your attention to the rules for the 
government of Local Civil Service Boards, and requests 
you to take the proper steps to have eligible lists 
established in your District~ so that, whenever vacancies 
occur in any positions coming under the jurisdiction of 
the Local Civil Service Boards~ you will have a list from 
which to nominate a suitable successor. 

Even before this order, however, keepers had begun to transfer about 

from lighthouse to lighthouse as more responsible jobs became 

available, and from year to year transfers occurred with increasing 

frequency. As a result of this increased professionalization the 

keepers gained reputations for reliability, especially at Cape Hatteras. 

On several occasions, for example, Professor S. F. Baird, U. S. 

Commissioner of Fish and Fisheries, called on the Cape Hatteras 
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• keepers to keep data on fishes and water temperature, in order 

to determine the effect of water temperature upon American 

fisheries, and the American Ornithological Union asked the 

keepers in 1884 to keep rec0rds on shore birds. In 1896 the 

Lighthouse Board sent the principal keeper, Tillman F. Smith, 

to the Atlanta Exposition to serve as a representative of the 

Lighthouse Service at their exhibit. 99 

One of the more intriguing keepers at the Cape Hatteras station 

was A. W. Simpson. When Professor Baird first approached the 

Lighthouse Board about the Cape Hatteras Light Station recording 

data for his Commission, he specifically requested that Assistant 

Keeper A. W. Simpson be the collector of the information. This 

request indicates, of course, that Simpson had impressed Baird as 

• having a special aptitude, and perhaps interest, in this sort of 

work, and a bent toward more intellectual activities than the routine 

• 

of lighthouse keeping. In time Simpson left the Lighthouse Service, 

but he returned to the work in 1892 when he received an appointment 

99. Lighthouse Board, Letters to Engineers, 5th District, July 1, 
1898-December 31, 1899; Lighthouse Board, Letters to 5th District 
Inspector, 1874-1881, pp. 36, 251; Same, 1881-1885, p. 348; Naval 
Secretary to 5th District Inspector, January 20, 1896, in Letters to 
Inspector, 5th District, July 1, 1895-December 31, 1896; Charles 
Nordoff, "The Lighthouses of the United States," Ha.Pper's MagazineJl 
38 (March 1874), 477. 
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• as 3rd assistant keeper at Cape Hatteras. The years either wrought 

a change in Simpson's personality or he had developed the .capacity 

for stirring up intense enmity for D. McD. Linds~y wrote the Light-

house Board protesting the appointment, saying that Simpson was a 

thief, a common drunk, and a notorious liar. He stated that Simpson 

had been a watchman at the War Department in Washington and while 

there had been arrested a number of times for drunkenness. Once he 

stole his roommate's pants and sold them to buy whiskey. Simpson 

undoubtedly was appointed, Linsey went on, because of the efforts 

of the principal keeper who was related to Simpson. The District 

Inspector was instructed to investigate the charges, but his findings 

have not survived. Whatever they were and whatever the action of the 

Board,· Simpson was not dismissed, for three years later the Board 

• received another letter, this time from an Alexander Hunter. Hunter 

charged Simpson with engaging in politics despite the rules and 

• 

regulations against such activity, with being "indecently drunk" in 

uniform in Manteo, North Carolina, and "with being a felon, and thief, 

and man of vile habits, and unfit to serve the government of the 

United States." Hunter followed this letter up a few days later 

with one stating that Simpson had also been seen in the streets of 
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• of Elizabeth City drunk.loo Again the District Inspector was 

instructed to investigate and again the results. of his investi-

gation have not survived but the records of keepers show that 

Simpson continued on duty until 1899 when he was transferred to 

another station. One can't help but wonder that if the charges 

were true, what happened to change Simpson from such promising 

beginnings, and if the charges were untrue, what had the man done 

to attract such bitter and vituperative enemies. 

With the increased professionalization of the Lighthouse 

Service there came a decrease in complaints against individual 

lighthouses. If the Lighthouse Board found a keeper negligent of 

his duties, the Board reprimanded or fired the keeper, depending 

upon the seriousness of the charge. The Board, however, usually 

• did not dismiss keepers in the absence of thorough investigations. 

• 

From time to time, however, they were not as thorough as they could 

be. In 1888, for example, when the principal keeper .accused the 

2nd assistant keeper of being asleep on duty the Board immediately 

100. J. E. Walker to F. H. Baker, August 3, 1874, in Letter to 
Inspectors, 5th District, July 6, 1874-June 27, 18771 Naval Secretary 
to 5th District Inspector, April 16, 1895, in Letters to Inspector, 
5th District, July 1, 1894-June 30, 1895~ D. McD. Lindsey to Naval 
Secretary, April 7, 1892, in Letters to Inspector, 5th District, 
January 1, 1892-June 30, 1893. 
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ordered the dismissal of the assistant keeper. But when it 

appeared that the Board may have misunderstood the complaint, 

it ordered the Inspector to conduct a thorough .investigation. 

The increased professionalization did not eliminate entirely 

complaints about lighthouses, but certainly slowed them down to 

a mere trickle. In 1884 the Lighthouse Board received a complaint 

from the captain of the City of Savannah that on the night of May 25 

the Cape Hatteras light ceased rotating. Six years later the captain 

of the steamship Picqua reported that Cape Hatteras light flashed 

every five seconds rather than ten seconds as the Light List stated. 

As it turned out this changed frequency of flash was due to "the 

wings of the governor [on the rotating mechanism] having been left open 

after oiling." The Lighthouse Board told the District Inspector to 

warn the keepers against the repetition of such an oversight. In 

1895 the captain of the steamer Mexican reported the Cape Hatteras 

light stopped revolving for ten minutes. Four years later the light 

stopped rotating once again, this time apparently due to the worn 

. h . 101 rotating mec anism. When compared with the complaints received 

101. Lighthouse Board, Letters to 5th District Inspector, 1881-
1885, p. 386; Naval Secretary to 5th District Inspector, June 4, 1884, 
in Letters to Inspector, 5th District, January 2, 1884-June 30, 1885; 
Naval Secretary to 5th District Inspector, May 31 and June 25, 1888, 
and January 30, 1889, in Letters to Inspector, 5th District, April 1, 
1888-June 30, 1889; Naval Secretary to 5th District Inspector, October 
28 and November 19, 1890, in Letters to Inspectors, 5th District, 
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• when the lighthouses were under the jurisdiction of the Fifth 

Auditor of the Treasury, the complaints received after 1852 

• 

• 

indicate that the Lighthouse Board, at least at Cape Hatteras, 

was running a pretty taut ship. 

In the 1880's the Lighthouse Board decided to put its employees 

into uniform. 'Ihe uniform consisted of a cap, coat, vest, and 

trousers, all made of dark indigo-blue jersey or flannel. 'Ihe coat 

was double breasted with two rows of five yellow metal buttons, one 

now on each side. 'Ihe cap had a ye~low metal Lighthouse Service 

badge in the center above the visor. 1he uniform was manufactured 

by two Philadelphia firms: Wanamaker & Brown who had their firm 

at 6th and Market Streets, and Horstman & Brothers. 'Ihe manufact-

urers were to ship the uniforms to the District Inspectors who were 

to distribute them to the individual keepers. 'Ihere should have 

been no problem of fit, since the keepers had previously supplied 

their measurements to the manufacturers. 'Ihe Lighthouse Board gave 

the first uniform free to the employees, but thereafter each employee 

July 2, 1889-December 29, 1890; Engineer Secretary to 5th District 
Inspector, September 17, 1895, in Letters to Inspectors, 5th District, 
July 1, 1895-December 31, 1896; Naval Secretary to 5th District Inspec
tor, June 30, .and September 13, 1899, September 6, 1900, in LetFers to 
Inspectors, 5th District, July 1, 1900-December 31, 1900. 
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had to buy his own uniform, 102 which included fatigues as well as 

the dress uniform. 

THE DIAMOND SHOALS LIGHTSHIP--THE SECOND ATTEMPT 

During the years following the ill-fated attempt in the 

1820's to station permanently a lightship on Diamond Shoals the 

lighthouse establishment experimented· with various techniques to 

warn the mariner of this dangerous area. The Fifth Auditor and 

102. Lighthouse Board, Letters to 5th District Inspector, 1881-
1885, p. 377; Naval Secretary to 5th District Inspector, May 14, 1884, 
in Lighthouse Board, Letters to Inspectors, 5th District, January 2, 
1884-June 30, 1885; A. B. Johnson, The Modern Lighthouse Sel'Viae 
(Washington: 1890), p. 104. See Naval Secretary to 5th District 
Inspector, July 16, 1887, in Letters to Inspector, 5th District, 
January 1, 1887-March 31, 1888. Light stations were for light keepers. 
In 1908 Jacques Busbee requested permission to live at the station 
and paint scenes around there for the North Carolina Historical Society. 
The Lighthouse Board replied that it was against their policy "to 
grant permission to any other than the regular keepers to live at a 
lighthouse." See Lighthouse Board, Letter Box, 1901-1910, Box No. 860, 
R.G. 26. 

As a matter of interest, the following medicines were authorized 
by the Lighthouse Board for the medicine cabinet of the Cape Hatteras 
Light Station: 

8 oz. sweet spirits of nitre 
8 oz. Arni ca 
8 oz. Essence of Jamaica Ginger quinine 
8 oz. Cough mixture 

12 oz. Rochelle salts 
8 oz. Senna leaves 
8 oz. Castor oil 
4 oz. Carbolated oil and laudanum 
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later the Lighthouse Board tried various devices. For the most 

part efforts centered on the use of buoys, and whistling buoys. 

Another variety of navigational aid was tried in 1852 when 

the Fifth Auditor authorized a bell boat for Diamond Shoals, but 

within four months it too vanished. As was the case with the bell 

boat the tempestuous nature of Diamond Shoals was simply too much 

for the buoys, and.generally, the seas ripped them from their moorings, 

and they disappeared. In one instance someone stole the whistle 

from the Diamond Shoals whistling buoy. 1his act so angered the 

Lighthouse Board that they authorized a reward of $500 for its 

return. 103 1here is no evidence that it was recovered. 

2 oz • Glycerine 
4 oz. Chloroform liniment 
1 oz. Lactopeptin 
3 oz. Saltpetre 
2 oz. Sulphur zinc 

100 Quinine pills 
100 Compound cathartic pills 

2 oz. Laudanum 
2 oz. Calverts carbolic acid 
1 oz. Iodoform 
1 lb. Patent lint bandages 

100 Opium and camphor pills 
1 oz. Dover's powders 
4 oz. Spirits camphor 

See Naval Secretary to 5th District Inspector, July 16, 1887, in 
Letters to Inspector, 5th District, January 1, 1887-March 31, 1888. 

103. Fifth Auditor's Office, Lighthouse Letters, March 1, 1852-
0ctober 15, 1852, v. 31, p. 51; Naval Secretary to 5th District 
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• The Lighthouse Board experimented diligently in the late 

1870's and'early 1880's with various types of buoys, but consistent 

failure marked their efforts. In the early 1880 1 s a number of 

New York underwriters, merchants, and masters of vessels petitioned 

the United States Senate to have a lightship placed on Diamond 

Shoals. About the same time similar petitions were received from 

the New York Commissioners of Pilots and the New York Board of 

Underwriters. When notified of these petitions, the Lighthouse 

Board instructed the 5th District Inspector to investigate the 

feasibility of putting a lightship on the Shoals. At about this 

time thinking began to focus on a long dormant dream: build a 

lighthouse on Diamond Shoals. Although old, such an idea nevertheless, 

was pretty radical, and a long discussion ensued during which occurred 

• a thorough airing of the pros and cons of the project. The Lighthouse 

Board quickly accepted the feasibility of the proposal, and as early 

• 

as October 1883 tried to decide where on the Shoals to place the 

lighthouse. The Board instructed the 5th District Engineer to make 

test borings and a survey of the area to determine the best site. 

In the meantime, in 1884, the Lighthouse Board placed a gas buoy on 

Inspector, March 20 and May 7, 1884, in Letters to Inspectors, 5th 
District, January 1884-June 30, 1885; George R. Putnam, Lighthouses 
and Lightships of the United States (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1917), 
pp. 93-94. 
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• Diamond Shoals. Within a few months the riotous sea ripped the 

buoy from its mooring and the buoy drifted off. It was obviousp 

· the Board concluded, "that such a buoy cannot be maintained at 

this point. 11
· Finally the Government decided to take the leap, 

and in 1889 Congress authorized the construction of a lighthouse 

on Outer Diamond Shoals, placing a $500,000 limitation on the cost 

of the structure. 104 

On March 2, 1889, Congress made an initial appropriation of 

$200,000 for the Diamond Shoals lighthouse. A contract was let 

for the structure, and the contractors began building in Norfolk 

a caisson fifty-four feet in diameter and forty-five feet high. 

In 1891 they towed the caisson out to Diamond Shoals and on July 1 

lowered it in twenty-two to twenty-five feet of water. Water swirling 

• around the base of the caisson soon eroded the foundation and tilted 

the caisson out of level. The final blow came on July 8 when a storm 

• 

swept the area and destroyed the construction machinery and the top 

of the caisson. The contractors threw up their hands and suspended 

work, thus ending the first real effort to build a lighthouse on 

Diamond Shoals. 

104. Naval Secretary to 5th District Inspector, January 6, 1883q 
in Letters to Inspectors1 5th District, July 5, 1882-December229, 1883u 
Naval Secretary to 5th District Engineer, in Letters to Engineer, 5th 
Districtq July 1, 1883-June 30, 18851 Lighthouse Board, Letters to 5th 
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The Lighthouse Board made another attempt three years later 

and floated an iron frame out to the shoals where test borings to 

105 feet were made. The Board then proposed erecting a skeleton 

iron lighthouse that would be supported on heavy iron piles. But 

this project, too, died aborning, and in 1896 Congress lowered it$ 

vision and appropriated money for a lightship for Diamond Shoals. 

Lightship No. 69 was constructed and placed on station on September 30, 

1897. 
105

· 

The idea of a lighthouse on Diamond Shoals did not fade away at 

this point as one would suspect. In 1902 the Lighthouse Board had 

concluded that: "while it is considered to be practicable to build 

a light-house on Diamond Shoal, it is not advisable to do so; that 

a lightship would be as useful navigation, and that with the improved 

means of mooring a lightship, she can be depended on with reasonable 

cert.ainty to be on her station at all times." 

Congress did not agree with the position of the Lighthouse Board, 

and in 1904 authorized the erection of a lighthouse on Diamond Shoals. 

The act provided that Albert F. Eells of Boston would construct the 

lighthouse and operate it for a year.· He would then turn it over to 

District Inspector, 1881-1885, pp. 269, 300, 331, 347, 379, 383, 475; 
Putnam, Lighthouses and Lightships, p. 94. 

105. Putnam, Lighthouses and Lightships, pp. 94-95; Lighthouse 
Board, Annual Report, l889, p. 93; Annual Report, l892, p. 96; Annual 
Report, l89?, p. 103. 
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the Lighthouse Board who would operate it for four years, and if 

satisfied with the structure, the Government would then pay Eells 

and those associated with him $590,000. A year later Congress uppe~ 

this sum to·$750,000, if certain conditions were met. Eells and 

his associates failed to follow through with the project, and in 

time the act lapsed. 106 

Congress continued for a number of years to hold hearings on 

the feasibility of erecting a lighthouse on Diamond Shoals, but 

nothing tangible resulted, and the lightship remained on station 

off Cape Hatteras, warning the mariner of these dangerous shoals. 

"Diamond Shoal Lightship," the Conunissioner of Lighthouses said, 

"occupies one of the most exposed stations for such a vessel in the 

world." Storms buffeted the ship and in at least one instance, in 

1899, drove the light vessel onto the beach near Cape Hatteras. On 

occasion she suffered collisions with sea-going ships, and on August 

6 1918 G ub . k h . h f" 107 , , a erman s marine san er wit gun ire. But through 

106. Putnam, Lighthouses and Lightships, p. 95; Naval Secretary 
to 5th District Engineer, December 10, 1902, in Letters to Engineer, 
5th District, July 1, 1902-December 31, 19031 Engineer Secretary to 
5th District Engineer, July 13, 1904, in Letters to Engineer, 5th 
District, January 1, 1904-June 30, 1905; Lighthouse Board, Annual 
Report, l905 (Washington: G.P.O., 1905), p. 7. 

107. Putnam, Lighthouses and Lightships (1933 edition), pp. 96-
97, 307. In addition to her two lights, the Diamond Shoals Lightship 
from 1908 to 1911 also had a huge search light. The vessel displayed 
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• the years the Lighthouse Service continued to maintain a light 

vessel on Diamond Shoals. Finally in the 1960's technology 

• 

• 

progressed to the point that man could successfully erect a light-

house on the· turbulent Diamond Shoals, and on January l» 1967» a 

Texas tower-type structure replaced the lightship. 

CAPE HATT£RAS LI.!l_HT STATION--1900-1968 

The problem of the stagnant water around the light station 

reared its head again in the early years of this century. In 1901 

the keeper of the Cape Hatteras Life Saving Station reported that 

the standing water caused much sickness--both malaria and rheumatism--

which resulted in the regular life savers being off duty much of the 

time because of illness, thus necessitating the use of undrilled 

men .. As.a solution he recommended digging a drainage ditch between 

the statio~ and the back landing. On learning of the problem of 

the ponds the Life Saving Service notified the Lighthouse Board, 

since it was a mutual problem--the ponds were not confined to the 

boundaries of either station alone. An investigation by the Light-

house Service revealed that the ponds were a small part of a general 

this light, which moved from horizon to zenith, only on dark nights, 
not usually on moonlight nights. See Lighthouse Board, Light List3 
l908 (Washington: G.P.O~, 1908) pp. 176-177 and Light List3 l9ll3 
pp. 114-115. 
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marshy area where the malaria mosquito bred freely. The District 

Inspector said the condition imperiled the health of the keepers 

and their families. Both he and the District Engineer recommended 

cutting a ditch from the marsh to the back landing creek and opening 

the closed places in the creek so that the movement of the tide would 

flush out the marshy area. The Lighthouse Board accepted the recom-

mendation of the joint report and agreed that the work should be done 

and that the Board should cooperate with the Life Saving Service in 

doing0 the work. The Board instructed the Inspector to submit a cost 

108 estimate and plan of work. Presumably the work was done since 

there is no mention thereafter of the problem. 

From time to time trouble arose with the rotating mechanism of 

the light, and the Cape Hatteras light was such an important and 

prominent one that few mishaps went unnoticed or unreported. For 

example, on the night of December 5-6, 1907, the light flashed 

irregularly, a fact noted and reported by the Urania. Upon investi-

gation the Board learned the culprit had been rotating the mechanism 

which was in poor condition--a condition, incidentally, that perhaps 

should not have existed at that time since the Board four months 

108. P. H. Etheridge to s. I. Kimball, Cape Hatteras, May 11, 1901; 
w. A. Jones to Lighthouse Board, Baltimore, September 21, 1901; A. Ross 
and w. A. Jones to Lighthouse Board, Baltimore, October 2, 1901; and 
w. Maynard to A. Ross, Washington, October 15, 1901; all in File No. 
860. 
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previouslyJ having heard the mechanism was not workingjproperly, 

had instructed the District Engineer to have it repaired. 109 

At least one attempt was made to lay the blame for a ship-

wreck upon the Cape Hatteras light by accusing it of malfunctioning. 

On the night of November 28, 1909, the Brewster, a German steamshipJ 

went aground. The ship struck at 6:30 p.m. on the "N.E. point of 

inner Diamond Shoale [sic] about six miles from the [Cape Hatteras] 

Light " The principal keeper of the Cape Hatteras light 

reported that he talked to the skipper of the Brewster who told him 

"he mistook the Tower Light for the Lt. ship [.] [H]e said he made 

the light when it was first lit but never saw the Lt. ship [.] [H]e 

went down to supper and when he went on the bridge again the mate 

called his attention to breakers and he told him it was tide rip and 

in a few minutes the ship fetched up and then he found out where he 

was [.]" The Brewster did not go down inunediately, and the crew 

abandoned ship, the mate and four seamen making it to the lightship 

by 10:30 p.m. where they remained for three days before being taken 

off. 

In Hamburg a hearing began into the cause of the accident. The 

weather could not be blamed since the accident occurred on a night. 

that was clear and calm with a slight breeze blowing and a full moon 

109. Lighthouse Board, Letter Box, 1901-1910, File No. 860; 
Engineer Secretary to 5th District Engineer, August 12, 1907, in 
Letters to Engineer, 5th District, July 1, 1907-July 31, 1909. 
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shining. 111.e skipper testified h@ mistook the Cape Hatteras light 

for the Diamond Shoals light vessel» which indicates he was at least 

. being consistent in his story. The ship's insurance company sent 

an investigator to Cape Hatteras to find evidence to support the 

captain. Captain H. B. Saunders, the investigator, reported that 

he had found that the interval of darkness between flashes of the 

Cape Hatteras light was five and six seconds, not ten seconds as 

stated in the Light List. When confronted with this finding. the 

Lighthouse Board explained that the interval of darkness is measured 

from the beginning of one flash to the beginning of the next, and 

anyway, the Board added somewhat huffily, how could the lighthouse 

be mistaken for the light vessel when the light vessel has two lights, 

one at each masthead. Despite the Board's explanation, nevertheless, 

the Underwriters felt that the loss of the Brewster was due to a poor 

light at Cape Hatteras, a view, however, not held by all involved. 

Hagedorn and Company, 110 New York insurance brokers, who represented 

the European Underwriters, wrote: "With all due respect to the captain 

of the 'BREWSTER' and to Mr. Saunders, we are obliged to regard their 

statements with a certain degree of doubt, as we cannot believe that 

any American lighthouse or light ship displays lights otherwise than 

exactly as they are described in the various guides to navigation." 

110. Hagedorn & Co. to Secretary of Conmerce & Labor, New York, 
January 19, 1910; James Bryce to P. c. Knox, Washington, February 5, 
1910; w. B. Caperton to Messrs. Hagedorn & Co., [Washington], 
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• At this point the matter was dropped» but the Lighthouse 

Board had some doubt and asked the Inspector and the Engineer of 

the Fifth District their opinion as to the necessity of changing 

the characte·ristics of the lighthouse or the light ship. Both 

the Inspector and the Engineer replied that they felt no change 

was necessary, but if the Board did decide on a change, the iight 

vessel was the one that shQuld have its characteristics altered. 

1be Light Lists for the period indicate that between 1908 and 1911 

the characteristic of the light vessel was changed from a twelve 

second flash and three second eclipse to a twenty-five second flash 

and five seconq eclipse which may or may not be significant. Light 

Lists for 1909 and 1910 could not be located. 

In 1904 the U. s: Navy requested permission to erect a wireless 

• station on the grounds of the light station. After a study by the 

Engineer and the Inspector of the District the Lighthouse Board gave 

• 

. . . 111 its permission. 

February 3, 1910; F. E. Simpson to 5th District Inspector, Cape 
Hatteras Light Station, February 19, 1910; c. N. Fulcher to Light
house Inspector, Cape Hatteras Light Station, February 19, 1910; 
Thomas Jacobson to L. R. de Steigner, Light Vessel No. 71, February 28, 
28, 1910; 5th District Engi~eer & 5th District Inspector, to Light~ 
house Board, Baltimore, March 1, 19101 Thomas Jacobson to L. R. de 
Steigner, Baltimore, March 5, 1910; and Asst. Secretary of State to 
Secretary of Commerce & Labor, [Washington], March 17, 1910; all in 
File No. 860. 

111. Engineer Secretary to 5th District Engineer, December 17, :' 
1904, in Letters to Engineer, 5th District, January 1, 1904-June 30, 
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Erosion once again threatened the site of the light tower at 

Cape Hatteras. In 1919 the shore line had eaten to within 300 feei 

of the tower and was inching closer. For five years~ beginning in 

1924, the Commissioner of Lighthouses asked for funds to control 

the erosion. but Congress was not responsive. In 1930 repairs, as 

a result of damage by a hurricane. permitted the Lighthouse Service 

to install 900 linear feet of "interlocking sheetpile groins" along 

the beach "to protect this station from further erosion by the sea." 

This effort did not prove adequate and within a few years only 100 

feet separated the tower and surf. In 1933 the Lighthouse Service 

installed more ~teel sheet pile groins. But by now the Service had 

decided that erosion by the sea could not be halted, and began the 

process of acquiring land for a new site for the light. The keeper 

• of the Cape Hatteras light, U. B. Jennette, owned the land the Service 

desired, and negotiations between the two parties began. Jennette 

• 

agreed to sell the land for $266.880 and turned the land over to the 

Lighthouse Service in 1935. There were, however, certain defects in 

the title and because of the "emergency affecting this site." both 

parties agreed to go through condemnation proceedings. The case was 

carried to court and in 1936 the Lighthouse Service officially acquired 

1905; Lawrence o. Murray to Secretary of the Navy, Washington, 
February 3, 1905, in Site File, Cape Hatteras Light Station. 
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the land. In the meantime the Service began erecting on this 

land a skeleton tower 150 feet tall and a power house. The tower 

was completed September 18, 1935, and painted black. The Light-

house Service placed the light on the tower, and it was exhibited 

on May 13, 1936. The forty-four acres comprising the old light 

station was turned over to the Department of the Interior for use 

by the National Park Service. 112 

In time threat of erosion eased, and the Coast Guard felt that 

the brick Cape Hatteras tower was the better place from which to 

display the light. Accordingly, that organization made arrangements 

with the Nati~nal Park Service in 1950 to move the light back to the 

tower, and today visitors to the Cape Hatteras National Seashore can 

climb the spiral metal stairways to the lantern and go out on the 

gallery, but they are not permitted to enter the upper part of the 

lantern where the lens is. 

112. Conunissioner of Lighthouses, Annual Report, l924 (Washington: 
G.P.O., 1924), p. 40; Annual Report, l930 (Washington: G.P.O., 1930), 
p. 28; Annual Report, l933 (n.t.p.), p. 103; Annual Report, l934 
(n.t.p.), p. 111; Annual Report, l935 (n.t.p.), p. 123; Lighthouse 
Service, Light List, South Atlantia Coast, l93? (Washington: G.P.O., 
1937), pp. 22-23. Acting Attorney General to Secretary of Cormnerce, 
Washington, June 1, 1935; Superintendent of Lighthouses, Norfolk, . 
June 4, 1935; Attorney General to Secretary of Commerce, Washington, 
June 4, 1935; C. J. Peoples to Secretary of the Interior, [Washington], 
August 31, 1936; Transcript of Condemnation Proceedings, U. S. District 
Court of Eastern North Carolina, Case No. 273-LAW; E. J. Byrtnn to u. B. 
Jennette, receipt, November 9, 1936; Newspaper Clipping, c 1932; all in 
Site File, Cape Hatteras Light Station, R.G. 26, National Archives. 
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APPENDIX A 

TiiE CAPE HATTERAS LIGHT TO THE SEAMAN 

The Cape Hatteras tower served not only as a support foT 

the light, but in time also as a daymark. Its importance and 

use as a daymark, however, did not come about for many years. 

During its first fifty years the administrators of the country's 

aids to navigation failed to recognize, indeed ignored, the tower's 

value as a daymark. For years the tower remained its natural color, 

and the Light Lists for 1838, 1848, and 1849 (the only ones this 

writer could locate that were issued by the Fifth Auditor of the 

Treasury) made no mention of the tower or its color. 'Ihe only 

concern was with the light. The first description of the tower 

that appeared in a Light List occurred in the 1852 edition, the 

first Light List issued by the newly constituted Lighthouse Board. 

The Light List described the tower as being brown. Within two. years, 

however, the Lighthouse Board painted the tower to make it more 

distinctive, and the 1854 Light List described the tower as being 

grey to twenty feet above the base; the remainder was red. By 1859 

the Lighthouse Board had increased the height of the tower, thus 

necessitating repainting the structure. The Light List for 1859 

showed the tower as being painted white for its first seventy feet 
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and red for the remainder. 1 And it continued thus until the 

new tower was finished. After a brief period of being covered 

with a brick-colored wash, the Board had the new tower painted 

its distinctive black .and white spiral bands in 1873. 

The characteristic of the light in the tower changed several 

times over the years. It, however, remained a white light. When 

first lighted, the tower's lantern contained lamps. Later, Winslow 

Lewis introduced his system of lamps and reflectors into the lantern. 

The tower exhibited a fixed white light, visible, according to the 

Fifth Auditor of the Treasury, 18 miles. By 1848 the number of 

lamps and reflectors had been reduced to fifteen, but the size of 

the reflectors increased to twenty-one inches. The light character-

istic of the light remained fixed, white, but Pleasonton announced 

that the distance the light was visible had increased to 20 miles. 

Since the curvature of the earth governs the distance a light can 

be seen, and since the height of the tower had not been increased, 

it is difficult to figure Pleasonton's reasoning for the increased 

visibility. 

In 1854 the Lighthouse Board had the tower raised, moving the 

light up to 150 feet above sea level. The Light List now showed the 

1. Stephen Pleasonton, The Lighthouses, Beacons, and Floating 
Lights of the United States for l838 (Washington: Blair & Rives, 
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light as being visible 19 nautical miles. At that time a first 

order revolving lens was placed in the lanternR changing the 

light's characteristic. In every minute it flashed three times 

for eight seconds and eclipsed three times for twelve seconds. 

In 1856 the light characteristic was changed to four six-second 

flashes and four nine-second eclipses every minute. 

After the Civil War the Light List showed the Cape Hatteras 

tower as having a five-second flash and a fifteen-second eclipse. 

In 1868 the light was again changed, this time to six flashes and 

eclipses every minute. 2 

In 1913 the Lighthouse Service changed the illuminant to an 

incandescent oil vapor lamp, and. the following year they altered the 

characteristic to flashing 1.4 seconds in every six seconds. At 

the same time the candle power was reduced from 160,000 to 80,000. 

Twenty years later, in 1934, the Service electrified the Cape Hatteras 

1838), pp. 8-9; Stephen Pleasonton, List of Lighthouses, Beacons, 
and Floating Lights of the Uni·ted States, l848 (Washington: c. 
Alexander, 1848), pp. 22-23; U. S. Lighthouse Board, Light List, l852 
(Washington: Gideon & Co., 1852); u. s. Lighthouse Board, Light List, 
l854 (Washington: A.O.P. Nicholson, 1854), pp.330-31; u. s. Lighthouse 
Board, Light List, l859 (Washington: wm. A. Harris, 1859), pp. 46-47. 

2. Stephen Pleasonton, The Lighthouses, Beacons, and Floating 
Lights of the United States for l838, pp. 8-9; Pleasonton, Light 
List, l848 pp. 22-23; Lighthouse Board, Light List, l854, PP• 30-31; 
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tower, and the candle power increased to 450,000. When the light 

was moved to the skeleton tower three years later the characteristic 

of the light was changed to one second flash every ten seconds, 

and the candle power reduced to 80,000. In 1950 when the light 

was moved to its old residence in the tower the characteristic was 

changed to three seconds flash every 15 seconds and the brightness 

increased to 250,000 candle power. 3 It has retained that character-

istic to the present day. 

u. s. Lighthouse Board, Light List, l856 (Washington: A.O.P. 
Nicholson, 1856), pp. 34-35; u. s. Lighthouse Board, Light List, 

· l866 (Washingto~: G.P.O., 1866), pp. 46-47; U. s. Lighthouse Board, 
Light List, l868 (Washington: G.P.O., 1868), pp. 28-29. 

3. Conunissioner of.Lighthouses, Annual Report, l9l3 (Washington: 
G.P.O., 1913), p. 45; Lighthouse Service, Light List, Atlantia and 
Gulf Coasts, l9l4 (Washington: G.P.O., 1914), pp. 150-151; Light
house Service, Light List, Atlantia Coast, l934 (Washington: G.P.O. p 

1934), pp. 212-213; Lighthouse Service, Light List, South Atlantia 
Coast, l937 (Washington: G.P.O., 1941), pp. 22-23; u. s. Coast 
Guard, Light List, Atlantia Coast, Southern Part, l94l (Washington: 
G.P.O., 1941), pp. 22-23; U. s. Coast Guard, Light List, Atlantia 
Coast, Southern Part, l94Z (Washington: G.P.O., 1950), pp. 382-383. 
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APPENDIX B 

PROPOSAL TO BUILD FIRST CAPE HATTERAS AND 
SHELL CASTLE LIGHTHOUSES 

Proposals for building a Light-House &c. on the Head Land 

of Cape Hatteras, on the Coast of North Carolina, of the following 

Materials, Dimensions and Descriptions: 

'Ihe Form is to be occtagonal; [sic] the Foundation is to be 

of Stone, to be sunk thirteen Feet below the Bottom of the Water 

Table, or Surface of the Earth; and to be commenced of the Diameter 

of twenty-nine Feet from such Commencement to the Height of four 

Feet.--'Ihe Foundation is to be laid solidly; and from thence to 

the Bottom of the Water-Table, the Foundation Wall is to be nine 

Feet thick, and nine reet thick, and nine Feet high . 

'Ihe Diameter of the Base from the Bottom of the Water Table 

to the Top thereof (when the occtagonal [sic] Pyramid is to commence) 

is to be twenty-eight feet--four Inches, and the wall is to be seven 

Feet thick. 'Ihe Wall of the octagonal Pyramid is to be six Feet 

thick at the Base thereof, or the Top of the Water Table. 'Ihe Height 

of the Building from the Bottom of the Water Table &c. from the 

Surf ace of the Earth is to be ninety Feet to the Top of the. Stone 

Work under the Floor of the Lantern where the Diameter is to be 

sixteen Feet and an half; and the Wall three Feet.--the whole of the 

Wall to be built of Stone. 
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• The Water-Table is to be cap'd with sawed Stone, at least 

eight Inches Wide, sloped to turn off the Water. The outside of 

the Walls are to be faced with hewn or hammer-dressed Stone, having 

four windows in the NorthEast, and five Windows in the SouthWest.--

the Sashes to be hung with Hinges; and each Sash to have twelve Panes 

of Glass, 8 by 10 Inches. 

On the Top of the Stone Work is to be a framed teir of Joists, 

bedded therein, planked over with Oak plank, extending one Foot and 

one half beyond the Wall, thereby forming an Eave which is to be 

finished with a Cornice, the whole having a Descent from the Center, 

sufficient to th.row off the Water, and to be cover'd with Copper. 

A complete and sufficient Iron Lantern in the octagonal Form is to 

rest thereon with a complete Sett of Lamps; constructed according 

• to the Plan and Directions in the annex'd Draft. 

The eight Corner Peices or Stauncheons of the Lantern are to 

be built into the Wall to the Depth of eight Feet, wher.e they are 

to be secured by eight large Iron anchors passing through the Wall, 

the Ends of which are to be secur'd into an Iron Band on the outside, 

which will be in contact with the Conductors~These staucheons to be 

3 inches by 2 1/2 inches in Diameter-~the Lantern to be six feet, 

six inches in the smallest Diameter; it is also to be eight feet 

six inches high from the Bottom of the Floor to the Dome or Roof, 
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and to have a Dome or Roof four feet in Height. The whole Si;ace 

between the posts, or upright Pieces at the angles is to be occupied 

by the Sashes, which are to be Struck solid.--The Sashes to be 

constructed-for receiving Panes of Glass 14 by 12 Inches. A Part 

of the Sash on the Southwest &c. is to be hung on Hinges for a 

convenient Door to go out on the Platform. The Rafters of the 

Lantern are to be framed into an Iron Hoop over which is to be a 

Copper funnel, through which the smoke may pass into a large copper 

ventilator in the Form of a Man's Head, capable of containing sixty 

Gallons. This Head is to be turned by a large Vane, so that the Hole 

for venting th~ smoke may be always to Leeward. Eight dormant venti

lators are to be fix'd in the Roof, a large curv'd Air Pipe is to 

pass through the Floor, and a Close Stone is to be provided and fix'd 

in the Lantern.--there is a strong Railing to form a convenient 

Balcony around the Lantern, and eight Pairs of Stairs to ascend thereto. 

The Entrance to the Lantern is to be by a Trap Door, covered with 

Copper. The Building is to be Furnish'd with two complete Electrical 

Conductors, or Rods with Points. The Floor to be laid with Plank of 

at least one & an half inch in Thickness. The Entrance to the Light 

House is .to be well secur'd by a strong Door hung upon Hinges, with 

a Strong Lock and Latch complete.--
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An Oil Vault is to be built 20 Feet by 12 in the Clear, and 

arch'd over and cover'd with Earth or Sand; over which a shed is 

to be built---it is" to be furnished with nine strong Cedar Cistern.Sp 

with strong Covers, each capable of containing One hundred Gallons 

of oil--1hese Cisterns are to be sunk in Clay, which is to be well 

rammed round them--1he Space above the Cisterns to be Sufficient 

to accommodate an equal quantity of Surplus oil--the Entrance to 

the Vault to the well secur'd by a Strong Door with Latch and Lock. 

Also a Frame House, to be 34 Feet in front, and sixteen Feet 

deep, with a Cellar under it; the Cellar Walls to be 18 Inches thick 
. 

and 7 Feet high. 1he first Story of the House to be 8 feet, the 

second 7 Feet high. 1he Floor to be laid whole Lengths and nailed 

through. 1he Stack of Chimnies is to be finished with two plain 

Fire Places on each Floor, one of them large for a kitchen, two 

Windows below and three above in front and rear; each Sash to have 

18 Panes of glass, 10 by 12 Inches; the Doors to be hung and finished 

completely. 1he Ceilings and Sides of the House to be plaister'd 

with two Coats; all the wood work inside & out to be painted well, 

and the whole finished in a plain decent Manner. A Well is to be 

Sunk at a convenient Distance, and furnished with a Curb, Bucket -

and Rope complete. 

If it should be impracticable on account of a Flow of water, 

or any other insuperable Cause to sink the Foundation of the Light 
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House to the Depth of thirteen Feet, or, if the soil at the Depth 

from the Surface be deemed too unstable to support the Weight of 

the proposed Building, the Foundation is to be underlaid and 

perfectly Se'Cur'd by Timbers of large dimensions. 

Proposals for building a Beacon House on Shell-Castle Island, 

in Pamptico Sound, near Occacoke Inlet, in North Carolina, of the 

following materials, Dimensions and Descriptions.--viz.--

The form is to be Octagon. The Foundation, Stone, to be sunk 

5 Feet below the surface of the Earth, and to be commenc'd of 23 Feet 

Diameter. It is to be laid Solidly to the Height of two Feet, from 

thence to the Height of 6 Inches above the Earth, or to the Bottom 

of the wooden work, the Foundation is to be 3 1/2 Feet high and 4 1/2 

Feet thick . 

The Octagonal Pyramid is to be well framed, and of Stout Heart 

Pine Timber. It is to be 22 Feet in Diameter at the Base thereof, 

where it will rest on the Top of the Stone Foundation, to which it 

is to be well secur'd by 16 Stout Iron straps built therein and 

otherwise fasten'd. 

The Height of the Wooden Building from the Top of the Stone Work 

(Six Inches above the surf ace of the Earth) is to be 54 1/2 Feet to· 

the Top of the Wooden Work under the Floor of the Lantern, where the 

Diameter is to be 12 feet. The Foundation is to be cap'~ with Sawed 

Stone, at least 8 Inches wide, and sloped to turn off the Water. 
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The Frame of the Pyramid is to be cover'd with Boards of 

one Inch and one half in 1hickness, over which is to be laid a 

good and complete Covering of Shingles, and it is to be well painted 

·with three Coats. It is to have two Windows in the east, and 

three in the West, the Sashes to be hung with Hinges, and each 

Sash is to have eight Panes of Glass 8 by 10 Inches. 

On the Top of the wooden work of the Pyramid is to be a strong 

fram'd Tier of Joists, bedded therein, planked over with Oak Planks 

extending one Foot beyond the sides of the Pyramid, thereby forming 

an Eave, which is to be finished by a Cornice, the whole having a 

Descent from th~ Center sufficient to throw the Water off, and to 

be covered with Copper. 

A complete & Sufficient Iron Lantern, on the Octagonal Form, 

is to rest thereon, with a complete Lamp, constructed according to 

the Plan and Dimensions in the annex'd Draft. The eight Corner 

Pieces or Stauncheons, of which are to be well secur'd to the upright 

Timbers of the Pyramid, or to both the Joists and upright Timbers of 

the Pyramid. These Stauncheons to be 2 1/2 inches in Thickness in 

the lower eight Feet, and two inches Thick above the Floor of the 

Lantern. The Lantern to be 4 Feet 6 Inches in the smallest Diameter,-

6 Feet high to the Bottom of the Dome, and to have a Dome or Roof 3 

feet high. The whole Space between the posts or upright Pieces at 
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• the angles to be occupied by Sashes which are to be Struck solid, 

the Sashes constructed so as to receive Panes of Glass of regular 

Sizes not less than 10 by 12 nor more than 14 by 12 Inches. A Part 

• 

• 

of the Sash on the Southwest side is to be hung with Hinges for a 

Door to go out on the platform. lhe Rafters of the Lantern to be 

framed, into an .Iron Hoop, over which is to be a Copper Ventilator, 

in the Form of a man's Head,:capable of containing 30 Gallons. lhis 

Head is to be turn'd by a large Vane, so that the Hole for venting 

the smoke may be always to Leeward. 

Eight dormant Ventilators are to be fixed on the Roof--a large 

Curved air Pipe is to be pass'd through the Floor. lhere is to be 

a strong Iron Railing to form a convenient Balcony around the Lantern. 

lhere are to be five Pairs of Stairs to ascend to the Lantern, the 

Entrance to which is to be a Trap Door cover'd with copper. 

The Building is to be furnished with two complete electrical 

Conductors, or Rods with Points. lhe Floor to be laid with Planks. 

lhe Entrance to the Light House is to be well secur'd by a Strong Door 

hung upon Hinges with a Strong Lock and Latch complete. 

Also a Frame Dwelling House of One Story to be twenty eight Feet 

in front and fifteen Feet deep, with a Cellar under it, if it should· 

be found practicable to make one. 'lbe Celler Walls to be fourteen 

Inches thick and seven feet High. The Story of the House to be seven 
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and an half Feet in the clear, the Roof to have a Rectangular 

pitch, the Floor to be laid in whole Lengths~ nail'd through. 

'lbe House to be composed of 2 Rooms, of about 13 1/2 by 14 1/2 

Feet in the. lower Floor. 'lbe stack of Chimnies to be between the 

two sitting Rooms; to have two Fire Places, one of them large for 

a Kitchen, to which is to be join'd an Oven. 'lbere is to be an 

Outward Door in front and one between the two Rooms in the Rear 

in the Kitchen-two windows in each Ro.om-each Sash to contain 12 

Panes of Glass, 10 by 8 Inches-each window to have strong plain 

Shuttles, fastning [sic] and Hinges-the Doors to have complete 

fastning [sic]? hung and finished; the Ceiling and inside to be 

plaister'd with two Coats; all the wood outside to be well painted 

and the whole finishe.d in a plain, decent Manner . 

An Oil Vault is to be built 10 by 12 Feet in the clear, arch'd 

over and cover'd with Earth or Sand, over which is to be built a 

Shed-it is to be furnished with three strong Cedar Cisterns, with 

Covers-each capable of containing.two hundred Gallons. 'lbe Entrance 

to the Vault is to be by a strong Door which is to be well secur'd. 

'lbe Subscriber will find all the Materials, labor and other 

objects of Cost and Expense and will execute the before described 

Work. (Viz.-the Erection of a Light House &ca on the Head-Land of 

Cape Hatteras, & a Beacon &ca on Shell-Castle Island,) in a good and 
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Workmanlike manner, for the Sum of Thirty e_ight thousand Four 

hundred & fifty Dollars, to be paid in the following manner: 

Eight thousand Dollars at the first, to provide 
the materials &ca. 
Six thousand Dollars when the first Story Beams of 
the Light House are laid. 
Eight thousand Dollars when the Lantern of the same 
is finished. 
Three thousand Dollars when the Foundation of the 
Beacon is laid. 
Three thousand Dollars when the Lantern is finished, 
and the Remainder, when the whole Work is finished 
and complete-and he further engages that the providing 

materials and Commencement of the Work shall be immediately begun, 

and the whole work finish'd with all possible Speed.--

Pittstown August 21, 1798 
Approved September 2l, 1798 

Signed: John Adams 

Henry Dearborn 

William Miller Jr. CK 

(The contract on file in the comptroller's office) 

From "Lighthouse Deed and Contracts," R.G. 26, National Archives 
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APPENDIX C 

FIRST DESCRIPTION OF CAPE HATTERAS AND 
SHELL CASTLE LIGHTSl 

We the ·undersigned have examined the Light House at Cape 

Hatteras with the buildings thereto appertaining and the lantern 

of the Beacon at Shell Castle Island. 

We find the Light House continued from the height reported 

by Mr. Tredwell to that of Ninety feet carried up conformable to 

contract with great exactnefs and the work well executed. The 

joists on the top of the stone work are planked over with cyprefs 

instead of oak ·planks (but we consider the former to be fully as 

durable as the latter) projecting as contemplated and finished by 

a neat cornice. We find the lantern finished and of the size 

mentioned in the contract with all the ventilators and vane complete. 

The diameter of the lantern tho' conformable to contract however . 

only admits of Glafs of the 10 by 12 size instead of 12 by 14 as 

was contemplated the iron work and copper are complete and well 

executed excepting the floor of the lantern and a small part of the 

deck which is not yet covered. The building is furnished with two 

complete Electrical conductors with points. It appears that the 

size of the lantern would not admit of the stauncheons being built 

1. This letter is in R.G. 26, National Archives. 
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into the Wall, and as that could not be done the contractor has 

placed eight upright pieces of strong scantling secured to the 

joists on the top of the stone work and to those of the story 

next below which the iron staucheons are bolted at foot which 

with the outer braces we are of opinion render the lantern perfectly 

secure. The lamp is placed in the lantern, there is however no 

air pipe fixed to pass thro' the floor nor· is there a close stove 

provided and fixed in the lantern. There is a strong railing which 

forms a convenient Balcony around the lantern and ·eight-pair upstairs 

to ascend thereto-the floors are laid with planks of the contemplated 

thicknefs. Th~re are wires pafsing thro' the outer braces and 

railings to keep off Flocks of Fowl in the night. The oil vault 

having been reported upon before it remains for us only to speak 

of the cisterns which are five in number and are supposed to contain 

four hundred and fifty or five hundred gallons. The cisterns are 

well rammed around with clay and have the appearance of being·tight-

they have all covers. The keepers House is of the dimensions and is 

finished agreeably to contract the cellar is however not under the 

whole of the House, but we suppose it sufficiently large for any 

purposes of the keeper- there is yet something to be done about the 

Cellar Door which Mr. Hobart mentioned to us he had given directions 

about he has also give directions for coppering the floor of the 
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lantern as soon as the materials arrive from Philadelphia. We 

fowid the lantern of the Beacon erected and of the Dimensions 

conformable to contract with the lamp within it, the size of the 

lantern however not corresponding with _the top of the building 

the stawicheons could not be secured to the upright timbers of the 

Pyramid but are fixed in the manner with those of the Light House 

at the Cape. The upper joists are planked over with cypress plank 

which extends agreeably to contract thereby forming an eave which 

is finished by a neat cornice- all the iron work of the lantern 

excepting the sheet iron aroun- the lower part of it which remains 

yet to be revited is finished and well executed. The copper work 

of every description with all the ventilators and vanes are finished 

with two Electrical conductors with points. There is a strong iron 

rail1ng which forms a convenient balcony around the lantern there 

is wire provided which is to be fixed as to form the same security 

against fowl in the night. With that at the Cape there is no air 

pipe as yet provided and fixed in.the floor of the lantern. 

The glass of the lantern yet remains to be put in which 

Mr. Hobart has made arrangements for being done as well as reviting 

the sheet iron around the lower part of the lantern. The Beacon 

and keeper's House having been already examined and reported by 
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Mr. Taylor, we suppose it unnecessary to repeat anything on 

that subject here • 

Edenton, September 4, 1802 

James Hathaway, Sr. 
Samuel Tredwell 
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APPENDIX D 

DESCRIPTION OF CAPE HATTERAS LIGHT STATION 
IN 1858 

Cape Hatteras Light Station 

Name: Cape Hatteras 

Number of Lights: One 

Location: North of extremity of the Point of the Cape about 2 
miles. 

Tower 

Color: White and Red 

Materials: Stone and Brick 

Height from ba~e to coping: 118 feet 

Thickness of Walls at base: 5 1/2 feet 

Size of each pane: 10 x 12 & 8 x 10 

Staircase materials: Wood 

Number of air tight oil butts: (six old pattern, not air tight) 

Thickness of Walls at top: 2 1/2 feet 

Interior Diameter at base: 15 feet 

Interior Diameter at top: 12 feet 

Number of windows: 11 

Keepers' House and Grounds 

Number of Houses: One dwelling & one smoke house 

Color: White 

Materials: Wood 
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Roof-material: Shingle 

Color: Has been red, all washed off 

Horizontal Dimensions: 48 x 20 

Number of stories: 2 

Number of rooms: 6 

Use of rooms: Keepers & families 

Lantern 

Painted or otherwise: Whitewashed and painted 

Wells: One 

House fixtures: Pendulum clock 

Grounds, area qf: 47 acres 

Cultivated or not: Not, mostly covered with water 

Number of boats: 9 

Illuminating Apparatus 

Order: 1st 

Kind: Lens 

Arc Illuminated: 360° 

Color of Light: White 

Characteristic: Flashing 

Duration of flash: 6 seconds 

Height above sea level: 165 feet 

Lantern 

Materials: Iron 
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Interior piameter: 12 feet 

Height glazed: 9 or 10 feet 

Nwnber of sides in plan: Circular 

Nwnber of panes in side: 96 

Size of panes: 37 x 27 irregular 

Floor material: Iron 

Arrangement for closing glass inside and out: Good 

Lamps 

Kind: Mechanical 

Number: 3 

Cape Hatteras ~eacon 

Color: White 

Nwnber of Windows: One 

Nwnber of panes in each: 12 

Staircase Materials: Wood 

Watch room: Under lantern 

Warming: Stove 

Nwnber of air tight oil butts: 1 of 50 gallons 

Illwninating Apparatus 

Order: 6th 

Kind: Lens 

Arc Illwninated: 315° 

Color of Light: White 
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Characteristic: Fixed 

Height above sea level: 30 feet 

Kind: Fountain 

Lantern 

Materials: Iron 

Interior Diameter: 3 7/12 feet 

Height glazed: 32 inches 

Number of sides in plans: 6 

Number of panes in side: 6, 2 of copper 

Size of pane~: 30 x 32 inches 

DESCRIPTION OF BEACON 

"Wooden framework supporting a lantern. The tower part enclosed for 
a watchroom and storeroom. Placed near the pitch of the Cape about 
1 1/2 miles from the principal light." 

"A cistern badly wanted at this station--after a gale most of the 
ground is covered with salt water. The Beacon leaks badly. Should 
be attended to in spring." 

From "Descriptive List of Lighthouses, 5th District, 1858" V. 2, 
R.G. 26, National Archives. 
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KEEPERS 

Name 

Adam Gaskin 
Joseph Farrow 
Pharoah Farrow 
Isaac Farrow 
Joseph C. Jennet 
Benjamin Fulcher 
Hezekiah F. Farnett 

(interim keeper, 1849) 
William O' Neal 
E. F. O'Neal 
B. F. Fulcher 
Abraham C. Farrow 
George W. Rodgers 
Alpheus W. Simpson 
Benjamin C. Jennett 
John W. Shepperd 
Oscar F. Rue 
J. Wilson Gillikin 
Ephraim Meekins, Jr. 
Fabius E. Simpson 
Unaka B. Jennette 

• 
APPENDIX E 

A PARTIAL LIST OF KEEPERS AND ASSISTANT KEEPERS 
OF IBE CAPE HATTERAS LIGHT 

Annual 
Salary 

$600 
600 
600 
600 
600 
820 
820 
820 
800 
800 
800 
800 
800 

Date 
of Appointment 

1802 
1808 

April 1821 
1830 
1842 

July 7, 1853 
June 9, 1860 
October 15, 1860 
September 30, 1862 
April 14, 1864 
August 16, 1866 
September 30, 1868 
March 15, 1871 
April 24, 1878 
December 6, 1897 

·June l, 1900 
October l, 1906 
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Date 
of Vacation 

July 9, 1860 
October 16, 1860 

Apri I 14, 1864 
August 16, 1866 
September 30, 1868 
March 15, 1871 

June l, 1900 
October I, 1906 

• 

Manner 
Vacated 

Resigned 
Removed 

Removed 
Resigned 
Resigned 
Removed 

Transferred 
Transferred 



• 
ASSISTANT KEEPERS 

Name 

H. B. O'Neal 
W. B. O'Neal 
R. Scarborough 
E. D. Neal 
C. Fulcher 
William Jennett 
Andrew Williams 
B. A. Williams 
Wallace R. Jennett 
N. T. Williams 
Sylvester Robinson 
L. B. Farrow 
Abner H. Gray 
Christopher Fulcher 
William B. O'Neal 
Wallace R. Jennett 
Joseph E. Jennett 
Alpheus W. Simpson, Sr. 
C. P. Farrow 
Zion B. Jennett 
Nana S. Williams 
Louis C. Roach 
Alpheus W. Simpson 
Tillman F. Smith 
Selwyn Hause 

Annual 
Salary 

$300 
300 
300 
300 
300 
300 
300 
300 
300 
300 
300 
300 
400 
400 
400 
400 
400 
400 
400 
400 
400 
400 
425 
425 
425 

• 
Date 

of Appointment 

April 7, 1854 
April 7, 1854 
January 23, 1855 
October 30, 1856 
January l, 1858 
June 9, _1860 
October 15, 1860 
October 15, 1860 
July 18, 1863 
February 15, 1864 
March 2. 1864 
December 22, 1864 
September 7, 1865 
September 7, 1865 
January 23, 1867 
March 18, 1867 
January 15, 1869 
March 29, 1869 
April 13, 1869 
April 11, 1870 
October 28, 1870 
June 29, 1871 
July 22, 1878 
November 19, 1878 
November 30, 1878 
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Date 
of Vacation 

October 18, 1860 

October 16, 1860 

September 7, 1865 
September 7, 1865 
April 10, 1871 

January 23, 1867 

January 15, 1869 
March 18, 1867 

March 29. 1869 
April 13, 1869 
June 29, 1871 
October 28, 1870 

• 
Manner 
Vacated 

Removed 
Deceased 
Removed 
Removed 
Removed 
Removed. 
Resigned! 

Resignecll 

Removed 
Rl'.signed 

Resigned 
Declined 
Resigned 
Resigned 



• 
Name 

Joseph B. Whitehurst 
John E. Whitehurst 
T. F .. Smith 
J. E. Whitehurst 
F. E. Simpson 
Sanders B. Smith 
Alpheus W. Simpson 
John B. Jennett 

Martin G. Fulcher 
Amasa Fulcher 
John B. Quidley 
Issac C. Meekins 
Thomas H. Baum 

W. G. Falsom 

A. W. Tolson* 
William G. Robinson 

Alpheus B. Willis 
Charles H. Fulcher 

Annual 
Salary 

$400 
400 
400 
400 
500 

425 
425 

450 
425 
425 
450 
500 

425 

500 
425 

500 
450 

• 
Date 

of Appointment 

July 22, 1878 
April 17, 1879 
December 18, 1879 
December 18, 1879 
November 17, 1893 

January 13, 1894 
Jwie 7, 1889 

January 1, 1900 
March 10, 1903 
April 1 , 1904 
April 10, 1905 
April 10, 1905 

Apri 1 1, 1905 

April 27, 1905 
October 16, 1905 

December 1, 1905 
Apri 1 1, 1906 

Date 
of Vacation 

January 1, 1900 
January 1, 1900 
May 16, 1899 
March 5, 1903 

April 4, 1905 
March 30, 1904 
October 16, 1905 
April 1, 1906 
December 1, 1905 

Apri 1 15 • 1905 

January 11, 1906 

• 
Manner 
Vacated 

Transferred 
Promoted 
Transferred 
Transferred 

& promoted 
Transferred 
Transferred 
Transferred 
Transferred 
Transferred 

& promoted 
Service 

terminated 

Transferred 
& promoted 

*See Chief Clerk, Lightho~~-~- Board to 5th District Inspector, Washington, April 27, 1905, File No. 860~ 
"Llghthouse- Keep-ers and Assistant Keepers, 1872-1880"; "Lighthouse Keepers and Assistant Keepers, 
1653-1871, Districts 1-6"; "Record of Light Keepers, 1st to 5th Districts, 189Ji=-1~1 in RecQrd 
Group 2_~ Natio.IH!l Arc_bives. · 
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Old Cape Hatteras light tower, 1870. 
Note addition to original structure. 

From Site File, Cape Hatteras Light Station, 
R. G. 26, National Archives. 
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Troops bivouacked around Cape Hatteras 
light tower in 1861. From Frank Leslie's 
IZ.Zus tra ted ewspape:r. 
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Cape Hatteras Lig,ht Station, 1893. Mol..Ul.d 
to left of picture is site of the first 
Cape Hatteras tower. Photo· from Engineering 
Files, 5th Coast Guard District Headquarters. 
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Cape Ha.tter,as Light Station, 1893. 
From Engineering Fil es 1 5th Coast 
Guard District Headquarters. 
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Cape Hatteras light tower, 1893. 
Mound to right is site of original 
tower. Prom Engineering files, 5th 
Coast Guard District Headquarters. 
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Diamond Shoo.ls Lightship driven ashore by 
a storm in 1890's. From G. R. Putnam. 
Lighthouses and Lightships of the United 
States (Boa ton: l9l'l). 

ILLUSTRATION 6 
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Erosion at Cape Hatteras Light Station~ 
cl919. From Site File, Cape Hatteras Light 
Station, R.G. 26, National Archives. 
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Currituck Light Station in 1893. This station 
was established in 1875 to light the darkened 
area between Bodie Island and Cape Henry. 
Photo from Engineering Filesj 5th Coast Guard 
District Headquarters. 

ILLUSTRATION 8 
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Layout of Cape Hatteras Light Station in 
1854 showing accretion of land. from Site 
File, Cape Hatteras Light Station, R. G. 26, 
National Archives. 
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Layout of Cape Hatteras at time of constructing 
new tow,er. From Engineering Files. Sth Coast 
Guard District Headquarters. 
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Land pro,file at Cape Hatteras, and comparison 
of focal planes of new and old tower. From 
Engineering Files, 5th Coast Guard District 
Headquarters. 
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Layout of Gape Hatteras Light Station 
residence area showing measurements of 
buildings, etc., cl890. From Site File, 
Cape Hatteras Light Station, R. G. 26, 
National Archives. 

ILLUSTRATION 12 



•} 

.. 

~ .. 
.. 
.:; 

... 

r~"' 

r • 
'J 

~· 

( 

,• 

. ' 

: 
.! 

. 
j ' 

f 
l 

t-'> 

• 

r 

J 

;; 
l 

. . .. 
'l"t 

,. 
J 

l . .. 

q 

.. 

0 
' 

, ,1• '// 

. ' ,;. ;w .~·~,; 

' rn 

... . 

I 

• > 

... 
'O 

.. 

I 
I 
j 

I 
I I 

I I 
I I 
I J I I ... ilQ·, 11 

.J I 

• i 

• 

.., I 

·.; .. ,. 

u 

., 

I 
I 
I _ _, 

, . .· 

./ , (J // ., . . 

• 

\ 
") 



Layout of tower area of Cape Hatteras Light 
Station showing measurements. From Site File, 
Cape Hatteras Light Station, R.G. 26, National 
Arcl1i ves. 
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Layout of Cape Hatteras Light Station, 1893. 
Prom Engineering Files, 5th Coast Guard District 
Headquarters. 
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Layout of Cape Hatteras Light Station 
showing shore line, 1893. From Engineering 
Files, 5th Coast Guard District Headquarters. 
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Front and half-sectional view of present 
Cape Hatteras Light Tower. From Site File 1 

Cape Hatteras Light Station. R.G. 26, National 
Archives. 
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Plans of principal keepers dwelling_. Cape 
Hatteras Light Station. From Engineering 
Files, 5th Coast Guard District Headquarters. 

ILLUSTRATI01 17 



• 

• 

r ..... 

0 
c 
0 ... ... 
<:I 

"' • .... 
~ 

~ 



Drawings of double keepers' dwelling, 
Cape Hatteras Light Station, 1889. From 
Engineering Files, 5th Coast Guard District 
Headquarters. 
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